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  Prologue;




  Year 1013 After the Founding


  of the Empire of Ilkazar:




  Castle Greyfells in Duchy Greyfells,


  in Northern Itaskia




  THE COLONEL STALKED through the quiet corridors, each step charged with the nervous energy of a caged panther. Servants got out of his path, turned to watch after he passed. His tension surrounded him with an aura of danger.




  He reached the door of the chamber to which he had been summoned. He stared at it, rose onto the balls of his feet, settled back. He was afraid of what might lie on the other side. This was more than the portal to a room. It was a doorway to tomorrow, and he didn’t like the smell of it.




  Something was afoot. He had come to the castle last evening, and had found it infested with tension. The Duke was planning something. His people were scared. All the recent dukes had become involved in schemes that failed, and each failure had brought violence down on the family and its retainers.




  The Colonel steeled himself, knocked.




  “Enter.”




  He stepped inside. Six men were seated along the sides of a long table. The Duke himself sat at the table’s head. He gestured, indicating the seat at the table’s foot. The Colonel sat down.




  The Duke said, “Now I’ll end the speculation. Our cousin Inger has received an offer of marriage.”




  One of the others asked, “That’s why all the whispers and night messengers? Pardon me, Dane, but that seems a little….”




  “Let me expand. You’ll see why it’s a matter for the highest family councils.




  “Our cousin nursed in a hospital during the siege of the city by Shinsan’s forces. She became romantically involved with a patient. Rather a torrid affair, I gather, though she was understandably reluctant to part with details. When the siege broke and the war moved southward, she thought it was over. She heard nothing from the man. The usual story. Used by a soldier who moved on.




  “But four days ago she received a proposal of marriage from the man. She thought it over, then came to me for advice.




  “Gentlemen, the gods have smiled on the family at last. They’ve handed us a golden opportunity. Our cousin’s suitor is Bragi Ragnarson, Marshall of Kavelin, who commanded the allied armies during the Great Eastern Wars.”




  Dead silence held the room for half a minute. The Colonel didn’t even breath. Ragnarson. Blood enemy of the Greyfells for a generation. Responsible for the assassination of one duke and the bloody abortion of half a dozen family projects. Probably the man most hated by everyone in the room, saving himself. He was just a soldier. He didn’t hate anyone.




  He began to sense the shape of the shadow and didn’t like it. It was in the tradition of Greyfells schemes.




  The six all started talking at once. The Duke held up a hand. “Please?” He waited. Then, “Gentlemen, if that news isn’t enough to excite you, consider this. Those fools down there are going to make him King. They couldn’t find anybody else willing to take the crown. Do you see? This is an opportunity not only to avenge ourselves on an ancient enemy, it’s a chance to steal the crown of the richest and most strategically placed of the Lesser Kingdoms. A chance for us to move our base out of Itaskia entirely and free ourselves of the miserable nuisance of a perpetually inimical Crown. A chance to seize the most important counter in the conflict between east and west. A chance to recoup the greatness we’ve lost.”




  The Duke’s excitement communicated itself to the men at the sides of the table. The Colonel was less intrigued. Here was more Greyfells dirty work, and he had a feeling he would be asked to carry part of the load. Why else was he here?




  The Duke said, “The simple, basic question is, should we let our cousin accept?” He smiled. “Or, do we dare not let her? It would be a sin to ignore an opportunity like this. Eh?”




  No one demurred. Someone said, “But we couldn’t just let it go and hope.”




  “Of course not. Inger would be the lever. The foot in the door. The distraction. Right now she just wants to see her leman again, but I imagine we can get her to be the family’s agent. For insurance, and to take charge of the day-to-day details, I suggest we send the Colonel here.”




  The Colonel kept his features rigidly controlled. So there it was. And it stunk. There were times when he wished he didn’t owe this family a debt of loyalty.




  The Duke asked, “Can anyone propose a reason why we shouldn’t pursue the policy I’m suggesting?”




  Heads shook. One man said, “Something as good as this, you needn’t have asked.”




  “I wanted unanimity of purpose going in. Carried, then? Pursue the possibilities, at least till we see some insuperable stumbling block?”




  Heads nodded.




  “Good. Fine.” The Duke’s voice was silky with pleasure. “I thought you’d like it. That’s all for now. Let me look into it further. Let me see if there are pitfalls. I’ll keep you posted. You can go now.” He leaned back. As everyone neared the door, “Oh. Don’t discuss this with anyone. Anyone at all. Colonel, yes, I want you to stay.”




  The Colonel had risen but not left the table. He seated himself again. He rested his forearms on the tabletop and stared at a point over the Duke’s right shoulder.




  Once the door closed, the Duke said, “Actually, we’re farther along than I admitted. Babeltausque put me in touch with some old friends from the Pracchia days. They’ve agreed to help.” Babeltausque was a sorcerer in the family employ. The Colonel loathed him.




  “That’s a strange face you’ve got there, Colonel. You don’t approve?”




  “No, My Lord. I don’t trust the wizard.”




  “Perhaps not. They’re a slimy, slippery breed. Never the less, we seem to have adequate resources for the project. We have but to convert the woman and send her on her way.”




  “I see.”




  “I really do get the feeling that you don’t approve.”




  “I’m sorry, My Lord. I don’t mean to appear negative.”




  “Then you’ll take the mission? You’ll go to Kavelin on our behalf? You’ll be away for years.”




  “I am yours to command, My Lord.” And how he wished he were not. But one had to pay one’s dues.




  “Good. Good. Make yourself free of the castle. I’ll keep you posted on developments.”




  The Colonel rose, bowed slightly, left the room smartly. A soldier doesn’t ask, he told himself. A soldier obeys. And I, sadly, am a soldier in the Duke’s employ.




  




  1




  Year 1016 AFE;




  Rulers




  BRAGI GROANED. Inger shook him again. “Come on, Your Kingship. Get up.”




  He cracked a lid. One glassless window stared back with a cold eye. “It’s still dark out.”




  “It just looks like it.”




  He grumbled as his feet hit the chilly floor. It was one of those ice-bottom days, going to turn hellfire come afternoon. He gathered the bearskin round him and told himself there had to be a point to rising.




  It was springtime in Kavelin. The days were hot and the nights were cold. The weather was foul more often than not.




  Bragi yawned, tried to rub the sleep from his eyes. “It raining? My head feels like it’s packed with wool.”




  “I wouldn’t argue with that. Yes. One of your steady Kaveliner drizzles.”




  He said what everybody always said. “Be good for the farmers.”




  She completed the ritual. “We need it.” She posed. “Not bad for an old broad, eh?”




  “Pretty good. For a wife.” There was no heart in his jest.




  Her too-small mouth fashioned a pout. “What do you mean, for a wife?”




  His grin was as grey as he felt. “You know what they say. That old grass always looks greener.”




  “You grazing in somebody else’s pasture?”




  “What?” He heaved himself to his feet, stumbled round looking for his clothing.




  “Last night was only the second time this month.”




  He gave it the light treatment. “I’m getting old.”




  Something inside cawed sarcastically. He was fooling himself, not her. A nasty black chasm yawned at his feet. Trouble was, he did not know if it was waiting for him to try jumping over or if he was on the other side looking back.




  “Is it another woman, Ragnarson?” There wasn’t any kitten in her now. She was all bitch cat. The habitual brittle smile had left her lips.




  “No.” For once he was telling the truth. He didn’t have a single little round-heel on the string. The soft curves, the warm mounds, the humid thighs did not set the fires roaring these days. They seemed more a distraction than a reasonable interest. They irritated more than excited.




  Was it symptomatic of age? Time was an implacable thief.




  Ragnarson’s growing indifference worried him. The departure of the drive to collect scalps left a vacuum like the loss of an old friend.




  “You’re sure?”




  “Absodamnlutely, as friend Mocker might have said.”




  “I wish I had met him,” she mused. “Haroun, too. Maybe I’d know you better by knowing them.”




  “You should’ve known them….”




  “You’re changing the subject.”




  “Honey, I haven’t had no strange in so long I wouldn’t know what to do. Probably just stand there with my thumb in my ear till the lady cussed me out.”




  Inger whipped a comb through her hair. Blonde rat’s nests grabbed it. She was wondering. He had come tagged with a reputation, but had not lived up to it.




  Maybe he was too busy. Kavelin was his extramarital lover. She was a demanding mistress.




  He eyed this woman who was both his wife and Kavelin’s Queen. She was the one gift the wars had given him. Time had done well by her. She was a tall, elegant woman of brittle beauty and even more brittle humor. She had the most intriguing mouth he had ever seen. No matter her mood, her lips seemed on the verge of a sarcastic smile. Something about her green eyes magnified that foreshadow of laughter.




  First glance said she was a lady. Second might suggest an earthy soul. She was an enigma, an intriguing creature hiding inside a shell that betrayed a new mystery each time it opened. Bragi thought her as perfect a Queen as a King could ask. She had been born for the role.




  That secret smile came out of hiding. “You just might be telling the truth.”




  “Of course I am.”




  “And you’re disappointed, eh?”




  He did not answer that one. She had a knack for caging him with questions he did not want to answer. “Maybe you’d better check the baby.”




  “You’re ducking the issue again.”




  “Damned right.”




  “All right. I’ll let up. What’s on for today?” She insisted on being a full participant in royal affairs. He was new to the kinging business. Coping with a strong-willed woman complicated his task.




  His circle of old comrades agreed. Some had strong opinions about Inger’s “interference.”




  She returned from the nursery. She carried their son Fulk. “He was sleeping like a rock. Now he wants to be fed.”




  Bragi slipped an arm around her. He stared down at the infant. Babies were still a wonder to him.




  Fulk was his first by Inger, and her first ever. He was a lusty six-monther. Bragi told Inger, “I’m having the whole mob in about Derel’s message this morning. After lunch I’m supposed to play Captures.”




  “In this weather?”




  “They challenged. It’s up to them to call it off.” He began lacing his boots. “They’re good mudders.”




  “Aren’t you a little old for it?”




  “I don’t know.” Maybe he was past it. The reflexes were going. The muscles could not take it the way they had. Maybe he was an old man with one hand desperately clamped on an illusion of youth. He did not enjoy Captures much. “What about you?”




  “Terminal boredom. And it won’t stop till the Thing adjourns. I feel like a governess.”




  He forbore reminding her that she had demanded the right to entertain the delegates’ women.




  Commencement for the spring session was a week away, but the wealthier members were in town already, sampling Vorgreberg’s social possibilities.




  Bragi said, “I’m going to get something to eat.” He was an informal king. He had no patience with pomp and ceremony, and very little with the luxuries his position afforded. His was a warriorly background. He strove to maintain a spartan, soldierly self-image.




  “Don’t I get a kiss?”




  “Thought you’d be kissed out.”




  “Never. Fulk too!”




  He kissed the baby, left.




  Maybe Fulk was the problem. He pondered it as he descended the stair. The battle had begun during the name-choosing. He had lost that round.




  It had been a difficult birth. Inger wanted no more children. He did, though he did not consider himself a good father.




  Too, Inger was worried about Fulk’s patrimony. He was born of Ragnarson’s second marriage. Bragi had three older offspring, and a grandson named Bragi. The latter might as well have been his own child. His father, Ragnarson’s firstborn, had perished at Palmisano.




  The King’s first family lived at his private house, outside Vorgreberg proper. His son’s widow managed the place and youngsters. He had not visited them in weeks. “Have to get out there soon,” he muttered. His inattention to his children was one of the few guilts he suffered.




  He made a mental note to solicit a legal opinion from his secretary, Derel Prataxis, as soon as the man returned from his mission.




  Ragnarson had led a charmed life. He thought his luck overdue to change. It was part of that fear of growing old. The edge was going. The reactions were slowing. The instincts might not be trustworthy. His mortality was catching up.




  Maybe he could negotiate some succession understanding during the Thing’s session. They had not made the kingship hereditary when they had dragooned him into it.




  He approached the castle’s main kitchen. Strong smells and a loud voice emanated from its open door.




  “Yeah. That’s no lie. Yeah. Nine women in one day. You know what I mean. In twenty-four hours. Yeah. I was a young man then. Fourteen days on a transport. I never even saw a woman, let alone had one. Yeah. You don’t believe me, but it’s the truth. Nine women in one day.”




  Ragnarson smiled. Someone had Josiah Gales cranked up. On purpose, no doubt. He was a one-man show when he got going. He grew louder and louder, flinging his arms around, dancing, stomping, rolling his eyes as he underscored every statement physically.




  Josiah Gales. Sergeant of infantry. Bowman supreme. Minor cog in the palace machine. One of two hundred soldiers and skilled artisans Inger had brought as dowry because her cadet line of Itaskia’s Greyfells family had fallen into genteel poverty.




  He smiled again. They were still laughing up north, thinking themselves rid of an unruly woman cheaply, while gaining a connection with a prized crown.




  The unseen sergeant whooped on. “Fourteen days at sea. I was ready. How many women you had in one day? I wasn’t showing off. I was working. Yeah. That seventh one. I still remember her. Yeah. Moaning and clawing. She’s going, ‘Oh! Oh! Gales! Gales! I can’t take anymore.’ Yeah. That’s the truth. Nine women in one day. In twenty-four hours. I was a young man then.”




  Gales repeated himself over and over. The more wound up he was, the more he did so, mouthing every sentence at least once to everyone within hearing. His audience seldom minded.




  Bragi approached the duty cook. “Skrug. Any chicken left from last night? I just want something to snack on.”




  The cook nodded. He jerked his chin in Gales’s direction. “Nine women in one day.”




  “I’ve heard this one before.”




  “What do you think?”




  “He’s consistent. He doesn’t make it bigger when he retells it.”




  “You were at Simballawein when the Itaskians landed, weren’t you?”




  “It was Libiannin. I didn’t run into Gales. I would’ve remembered him.”




  The cook laughed. “He does make an impression.” He produced a tray of cold chicken. “This do the job, Sire?”




  “That’s plenty. Let’s sit over here and watch the show.”




  Gales had an audience of serving people come to town with the advisers and assistants Bragi was to meet later that morning. For them the sergeant’s stories were fresh. They responded well. Gales undertook further flights of whimsical autobiography.




  “I’ve been all over this world,” Gales declared. “I mean, everywhere. Yeah. Itaskia. Hellin Daimiel. Simballawein. Yeah. I’ve had every kind of woman there is. White women. Black women. Brown women. Every kind there is. Yeah. That’s no lie. I got five different women right now. Right here in Vorgreberg. I’ve got one, she’s fifty-eight years old.”




  Someone catcalled. Everyone laughed. A passing Palace Guard leaned in the doorway. “Hey! Gales! Fifty-eight? What’s she do when she goes down? Gum you to death?”




  The group howled. Gales flung his arms into the air. He let out a great wail of mirth. He stomped and shouted back, “Fifty-eight years old. Yeah. That’s right. I’m not lying.”




  “You didn’t answer the question, Gales. What’s she do?”




  The sergeant went into contortions. He evaded answering.




  Ragnarson dropped his chicken. He was laughing too hard to hang on.




  “Low humor,” the cook growled.




  “The lowest,” Bragi agreed. “Straight out of the gutter. So how come you can’t wipe that grin off your face?”




  “If it was anybody but Gales….”




  The sergeant’s audience trampled his protests. They buried him in questions about his elderly friend. He reddened incredibly. He bounced around, roaring with laughter, vainly trying to regain control of the group. “Tell us the truth, Gales,” they insisted.




  Bragi shook his head and murmured, “He’s a wonder. He loves it. I couldn’t stand it.”




  Soberly, the cook asked, “But what’s he good for?”




  “A laugh.” Bragi stifled a chuckle.  It was a sound question. Inger’s dowry-men had proven useful, but he often wondered what their presence signified. They were not loyal to himself or Kavelin. And Inger remained an Itaskian at heart. That might prove troublesome one day.




  He munched chicken and watched Gales. His military adjutant came in.




  As always, Dahl Haas looked freshly scrubbed and shaved. He belonged to that strange fraternity who could walk through a coal mine in white and come out spotless. “They’re ready in the privy audience chamber, Sire.” He stood as rigid as a pike. His gaze darted to Gales. Disgust flickered across his face.




  Bragi did not understand. Dahl’s father had followed him for decades. The man had been as earthy as Gales.




  “Be there in a minute, Dahl. Ask them to be patient.”




  The soldier strode out as though he had a board nailed to his back. Second generation, Ragnarson thought. The others were gone. Dahl was the last.




  Palmisano had claimed many old friends, his only brother, and his son Ragnar. Kavelin was a hungry little bitch goddess of a kingdom, eager for sacrifices. He sometimes wondered if it didn’t demand too much, if he hadn’t made the biggest mistake of his life when he had allowed himself to be made King.




  He was a soldier. Just a soldier. He had no business ruling.




  





  ...




  





  Vorgreberg shivered with gentle excitement. It was not the great dread-excitement foreshadowing dire events, it was the small, eager excitement that courses before good things about to unfold.




  There had been a messenger from the east. His tidings would touch the life of every citizen.




  The magnates of the mercantile houses sent boys to loiter by the gates of Castle Krief. The youths had strict instructions to keep their ears open. The traders were poised like runners in the blocks, awaiting the right word.




  Kavelin, and especially Vorgreberg, had long reaped the benefits of being astride the primary route connecting west and east. But for several years now there had been little exchange of goods. Only the boldest smugglers dared the watchful eyes of Shinsan’s soldiers, who occupied the near east.




  There had been two years of war, then three of peace occasionally interrupted by furious border skirmishes. Easterner and westerner perpetually faced one another in the Savernake Gap, the only commercially viable pass through the Mountains of M’Hand. Neither garrison permitted travellers past their checkpoints.




  Merchants on both sides of the mountains railed against the neverending, knife-edged state of confrontation.




  Rumor said King Bragi had sent another emissary to Lord Hsung, the Tervola proconsul at Throyes. He was to try again to negotiate a resumption of trade. The whisper had raised almost messianic hopes among the merchants. No heed was paid the fact that past overtures had been rebuffed.




  Warfare and occupation had shattered Kavelin’s economy. Though the kingdom was primarily agrarian and resilient, it had not yet come all the way back in the three years since liberation. It needed resumption of trade desperately. It needed a freshened capital flow.




  





  ...




  





  The King’s henchmen had gathered. Michael Trebilcock and Aral Dantice stood at the foot of a long oak table in the gloomy meeting room, chatting in soft voices. They had not visited in months.




  The wizard Varthlokkur and his wife Nepanthe stood before the huge fireplace, silent. The wizard seemed deeply troubled. He stared into the prancing flames as though studying something much farther away.




  Sir Gjerdrum Eanredson, the army’s Chief of Staff, paced the parqueted floor, smacking fist into palm repeatedly. He was as restless as a caged animal.




  Cham Mundwiller, a Wesson magnate from Sedlmayr and King’s spokesman in the Thing, puffed on a pipe, a fashion recently introduced from far southern kingdoms. He seemed engrossed in the arms of the former Krief dynasty hanging over the dark wood of the chamber’s eastern wall.




  Mist, who had been princess of the enemy empire till she was deposed, sat near the table’s head. Exile had made of her a quiet, gentle woman. A knitting bag lay open before her. Needles clicked at an inhuman pace. A small, two-headed, four-handed imp manipulated them for her. Its legs dangled off the table’s side. One head or the other muttered constantly, apprising the other of dropped stitches. Mist shushed them gently.




  There were a dozen others. Their backgrounds ranged from sickeningly respectable to outrageously shady. The King was not a man who selected friends for appearance. He made use of the talent available.




  Sir Gjerdrum mumbled as he stalked. “When the hell will he get here? He dragged me all the way from Karlsbad.”




  Others had come farther. Mundwiller’s Sedlmayr lay near Kavelin’s far southern border, at the knees of the Kapenrung Mountains, in the shadow of Hammad al Nakir, beyond. Mist, now Chatelaine of Maisak, had descended from her fortress eyre in the Savernake Gap. Varthlokkur and Nepanthe had come from the gods knew where, probably Fangdred, in the impenetrable knot of mountains known as the Dragon’s Teeth. And pale Michael looked like he’d just returned from a sojourn in shadow.




  He had. He had.




  Michael Trebilcock mastered the King’s secret service. He was a man largely unknown personally but his name was a whisper of dread.




  The King’s adjutant entered. “I just spoke with His Majesty. Stand by. He’s on his way.”




  Mundwiller harumphed, tapped his pipe out in the fireplace, began repacking it.




  Ragnarson arrived. He surveyed the group. “Enough of us are here,” he said.




  Ragnarson was tall, blond, physically powerful. He had scars, and not all on the flesh, to be seen. A few grey hairs peeped through the shag at his temples. He looked five years younger than he was. Captures kept him fit.




  He shook hands, exchanged greetings. There was no majestic aloofness in him. King he was, but here just another of a group of old friends.




  Their impatience amused him. Of Sir Gjerdrum he asked, “How do the maneuvers look? Can the troops handle the summer exercises with the militia?”




  “Of course. They’re the best soldiers in the Lesser Kingdoms.” Eanredson could not remain still.




  “Youth and its fury of haste.” Sir Gjerdrum was yet in his twenties. “How goes it with the beautiful Gwendolyn?”




  Eanredson growled something.




  “Don’t worry. She’s young, too. You’ll outgrow it. All right, people. Gather round. I’ll only take a few minutes.”




  There were more henchmen than chairs. Three men ended up standing.




  “Progress report from Derel.” Bragi placed a ragged sheet of paper on the distressed oak tabletop. “Pass it around. He says Lord Hsung accepted our proposal. Subject to approval from his superiors.”




  A soft ripple swept round the table.




  “Completely?” Sir Gjerdrum demanded. His scowl became one of incredulity. Mundwiller sucked at his pipe and shook his head, refusing to grant belief.




  “To the letter. Without significant reservations. Without much dickering. Prataxis says he barely looked at our offer. He didn’t consult his legion commanders. The decision had been made. He knew his answer before Derel got there.”




  “I don’t like it,” Eanredson grumbled. “It’s too dramatic a turnaround.” Mundwiller nodded and puffed. Several others nodded, too.




  “That’s what I’m thinking. That’s why you’re here. I see two possibilities. One is that there’s a trap in it. The other is that something happened in Shinsan during the winter. Prataxis didn’t speculate. He’ll be back next week. We’ll get the whole story then.”




  He surveyed his audience. No one wanted to comment. Odd. They were an opinionated, contentious bunch. He shrugged. “They’ve given us the runaround so long. Demanding impossible tariffs and arguing over every word of any agreement, but suddenly they’re wide open. Gjerdrum? You have a guess why?”




  Eanredson flashed his scowl, his adopted expression of the day. “Maybe Hsung’s legions are up to strength again. Maybe he wants the Gap open so he can run spies through.”




  Ragnarson said, “Mist? You shook your head.”




  “That’s not it.”




  Varthlokkur gave her a venomous look that startled Ragnarson. She caught it, too.




  “Well?” the King asked.




  “It doesn’t make sense that way. They have the Power. They don’t have to send spies.” That was not entirely true, Ragnarson knew it, and she knew he knew. She amended the remark. “They can see whatever they want to see unless Varthlokkur or I shield it.” She exchanged glances with the wizard, who now seemed satisfied. “If they wanted an agent physically present they would send him in over the smugglers’ trails.”




  Something had passed between sorcerer and sorceress and Ragnarson was aware of that fact only, not what. Puzzled, he chose to let an explanation wait. “Maybe. But if you kill that reason what do you do for one that makes sense?” He glanced around. Dantice and Trebilcock looked away.




  Ragnarson was uneasy. There were undercurrents here. Mist, Varthlokkur, Dantice, and Trebilcock were his most knowledgeable advisers in matters concerning the Dread Empire. They seemed unusually disinclined to advise. They looked like people with their fingers on a pulse both shifty and strange, unwilling to commit themselves to an opinion.




  “I’m not sure.” Mist’s gaze flicked to Aral Dantice. Though Dantice had no official standing he was a sort of minister of commerce by virtue of his friendships with the Crown and members of the business community. “Something is happening in Shinsan. But they’re hiding it.”




  Varthlokkur nearly smiled.




  Bragi leaned forward, cupped his chin in his right hand, stared into infinity. “Why do I get the feeling that you do know but that you don’t want to tell me? It doesn’t cost anything to guess.”




  The woman stared at her knitting. The wizard stared at her. She said, “There might have been a coup. I don’t feel Ko Feng anymore.” Her tone became cautious. “I did have a few contacts with old-time supporters last summer. Something was in the wind, but they refused to be pinned down.”




  Trebilcock snorted. “Tervola, no doubt! Wizards always refuse to be pinned down. Sire, Ko Feng was stripped of titles, honors, and immortality late last autumn. They practically accused him of treason because he didn’t finish us at Palmisano. He was replaced by a man named Kuo Wen-chin, who had been commander of the Third Corps of the Middle Army. Everybody who’d had anything to do with the Pracchia or Feng got transferred to safe and obscure postings with the Northern and Eastern Armies. Ko Feng vanished. Kuo Wen-chin and his bunch are all younger Tervola and Aspirators who had no part in the Great Eastern Wars.”




  Trebilcock steepled his hands before his pallid face, looked at Mist as if to ask “What do you think of that?” then shifted his attention to Aral Dantice. His expression was tense. He hated groups and loathed having to speak out in front of them. Stage fright was the one chink in his armor against fear.




  Trebilcock was a strange one. Even his friends thought him weird and remote.




  Bragi said, “Mist?”




  She shrugged. “Apparently my connections aren’t as good as Michael’s. They want to forget me over there.”




  Ragnarson glanced at Trebilcock. Michael responded with a tiny shrug.




  “Varthlokkur. What do you think?”




  “I haven’t been watching Shinsan. I’ve been preoccupied with matters at home.”




  Nepanthe stared at the tabletop and blushed. She was eight months pregnant.




  “If you’re convinced it’s important I could send the Unborn,” the wizard suggested.




  “Not worth the risk. No point provoking them. Cham? You’re quiet. Any thoughts?”




  Mundwiller drew on his pipe, belched a blue cloud. “Can’t say as how I know what’s happening yonder, but your occasional smuggler’s rumor crosses my path. They say there’s been riots in Throyes. Hsung maybe wants to shift the yoke so he can head off a general uprising against his puppets.”




  The King’s gaze flicked to Trebilcock again. Michael did not respond. As a gesture of good faith Ragnarson had instructed Michael to stop supporting Throyen partisans and to break with their leaders. Had Michael defied orders?




  Michael had genius and energy but could not be broken to harness completely. The espionage service had become too much his fiefdom. But he was very good, very useful. And he had a knack for making friends everywhere. They kept him posted. Through Dantice he used Kavelin’s traders to gather more intelligence.




  The King scanned the group through narrowed eyes. “You’re a moody bunch today.” No response. “All right. Be that way. If you’re not going to talk to me there’s nothing else till Derel gets home. Meantime, think about what’s happening over there. Check your contacts. We have to hammer out a policy. Gjerdrum. If you think you really need to keep an eye on Credence Abaca go back to Karlsbad. Just be back here when Prataxis gets in. Yes? General Liakopulos?”




  The General was on permanent loan from the Mercenaries’ Guild, helping improve Kavelin’s army.




  “Not to the point of the meeting, Sire, but important. I’ve had bad news from High Crag. Sir Tury is dying.”




  “That is sad news. But… He was an old man during the El Murid Wars.” Musingly, “I first met him the night we broke out of Simballawein. Gods. Was I only sixteen…?”




  He drifted away on a memory-cloud. Sixteen. A refugee from Trolledyngja, where a war of succession had devastated his family. He and his brother, with nowhere else to go, had enlisted in the Guild and almost immediately had been thrown into the boiling cauldron of the El Murid Wars. They had been dumb kids then, he and Haaken, but they had earned names for themselves. So had their friends Reskird Killdragon, Haroun, and the funny little fat man, Mocker.




  He turned his back on the company. Tears had come to his eyes. They were gone now, those four, and so many more with them. Reskird and his brother had fallen at Palmisano. Haroun had vanished in the east. Mocker…. Bragi had slain his best friend himself.




  The Pracchia had used its hold on the man’s son to turn him into an assassin.




  I’m a survivor, Ragnarson told himself. I got through all that. I lifted myself up from nothing. I hammered out an era of peace. The people of this little wart on the map made me their King.




  But the price! The damned price!




  Not only had he lost a brother and friends, he had lost a wife and several children.




  Everyone in that room had lost. Loss was one of the ties binding them. He brushed his eyes irritably, thinking he was too sentimental. “You all go on now. Keep me posted. Michael, wait up a minute.”




  People began to file out. Bragi stopped General Liakopulos briefly. “Should I send someone to the funeral?”




  “It would be a mark of respect. Sir Tury was your champion in the Citadel.”




  “I will, then. He was a great man. I owe him.”




  “He had a special feeling for you and Kavelin.”




  Bragi watched his people go. Most had not spoken at all, except to exchange greetings. Was that a portent?




  He had a bad, bad feeling down deep in his gut. He was headed for a season of changes. Fate was marshalling its forces. Dark clouds were piling beyond the horizon.
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  Year 1016 AFE;




  Conversations




  “THERE GOES A long-term problem in the making,” Michael Trebilcock observed. “But you’ve got time to head it off.”




  “What?” the King asked.




  “There were what? Twenty people here today? The insiders who make Kavelin work. Hold up a hand. Count the natives. Gjerdrum. Mundwiller. Aral. Baron Hardle. That’s all. Who wasn’t here? The Queen. Prataxis. And Credence Abaca. That’s one more native, and Abaca is only Marena Dimura.”




  “What are you trying to say?”




  “Undue foreign influence. Nobody worries about it now. We’ve got Shinsan on the brain. Suppose this deal goes through? We cuddle up to the Dread Empire. Trade turns the economy around. When people stop worrying about making it, and about Shinsan, what’s left? Us. They haven’t lost their ethnic consciousness. You could end up in a tighter spot than the last Krief.”




  “College boy,” Bragi grumbled. But Michael had a point.




  Kavelin was the most ethnically mixed of the Lesser Kingdoms. Four distinct groups contributed to the population: Marena Dimura descendants of ancient natives, Siluro descendants of the civil managers of the days when Kavelin had been a province of the Empire of Ilkazar, Wesson descendants of Itaskians the Empire had transported from their homeland, and Nordmen descendants of the people who had destroyed the Empire. Friction between the groups spanned the centuries.




  “You might have a point, Michael. You might have a point. I’ll think about it.”




  “Why did you want me?”




  “Got a Captures game this afternoon. I’m playing right point. I want you as my side.”




  Trebilcock grunted in disgust. He disliked games and loathed any exercise more strenuous than his morning rides with friends. Captures was demanding. It could go on forever if the teams were evenly matched. “Who are we playing?”




  “The Charygin Hall Panthers.”




  “The merchant boys. I hear they’re good. There’s money behind them.”




  “They’re young. They have staying power. But not much finesse.”




  “Speaking of young. Aren’t you getting a little old for Captures? Meaning no offense, of course.”




  Captures was a Marena Dimura game originally played over vast expanses of forest. They settled inter-village squabbles by playing—though the dirth of rules left casualties all over the woods.




  The citified version was played on more limited ground. Vorgreberg’s “field” covered one square mile north of the city cemetery. There were forty players to a team. There were rules intended to make the game fun.




  Everyone cheated.




  Captures resembled Steal the Flag. The teams tried to capture balls from their opponents and carry them to their own “castles.” Each started with five ox-head-sized balls. Each tried to prevent opposing players from seizing its own balls, or to recover them once stolen. The game was played in two forms. In the short the first team to convey all its opponent’s balls to its own castle won. In the long, the winner was the team which acquired all the balls. The long could continue for weeks. Round Vorgreberg they played the short form.




  “I don’t have the wind I used to,” Bragi admitted. “And the legs get tired faster. But it’s the only fun I have anymore. It’s the only time I can get off by myself and think. There aren’t any distractions out there.”




  “And on the point there’s no one to listen if you want to have a little heart-to-heart with your side?”




  “Even the walls have ears here, Michael.”




  Trebilcock groaned. He did not want to waste an afternoon running through the woods…. He grinned. He could get himself thrown out of bounds. A player could not return to the game if his opponents ejected him in front of a judge.




  That was the crucial point. A judge had to witness any infraction. Creative cheating was the soul of the game.




  “Meet me out there,” Bragi said. “We drew the west castle. Try to show up by noon.” He smiled. He knew how Michael felt about Captures. “Wear something old.”




  “Your wish is my command. Can I go?”




  “Head out. We’ll talk there.”




  Trebilcock slouched away. Bragi watched him go. The tall, lank spymaster looked like a caricature of a man. His skin was so pale it seemed never to have seen the sun. He appeared to be a weakling.




  Looks were deceiving. Trebilcock was all wire and stubborn endurance. He had carried out several harrowing missions during the Great Eastern Wars. His successes had won him a reputation as a super-agent. Some of the inner circle were more awed by him than were the enemies he watched and hunted.




  “Michael,” Bragi murmured, “are you one of the problems I’m going to face down the road?”




  Trebilcock was one of Ragnarson’s most competent people. He had a strong, fatherly affection for the youth. But Michael was prone to go his own way, within his shadow world. He was an embarrassment occasionally.




  Ragnarson settled at the table. For a while he wandered memories of the events that had led him to this moment, this place, this position. He reiterated his losses…. He shook like a hairy old dog after swimming a creek. Enough of that! A man could go whacky worrying about what he should have done differently.




  “Got to see the kids tonight,” he muttered. “If I don’t come in too sore to drag over there.”




  





  ...




  





  Michael coaxed his mount out the castle gate. He slouched in the saddle. The drizzle pasted his hair to his head in strings.




  Guardsmen rendered indifferent salutes from the gate house. “That one is a real spook,” one whispered.




  “Looks like he’s late for his own funeral,” another observed. “Who is he?”




  The first shrugged. “One of the King’s people. Don’t see him around much anymore.”




  They would have recognized Trebilcock’s name. His reputation burned into the deep shadows. The belly side of society watched for him over their shoulders. He was tight with the wizard Varthlokkur, whose creature the Unborn looked into the darks of men’s minds. The plotters of great crimes and treasons invariably caught Michael’s eye. Then the pitiless hammer fell.




  Trebilcock had extended himself to create his nasty image.




  Aral Dantice met him on the cobbled way linking the castle with the surrounding city. They turned their horses into the parkland encircling the palace. Cherries and plums were in bloom.




  “Late start this morning,” Michael observed. For years they had ridden the park when they could. Usually they shared the bridle trails with others from the castle. This morning they were alone with the drizzle.




  “Would have been nastier earlier,” Dantice replied.




  They talked out old times and finished gossiping. Now they grew guarded.




  Aral was a squat, wide man in his middle twenties. He looked more street thug than prominent merchant. Before his father’s death he had been more the former than the latter. Since, he had turned his father’s nearly bankrupt caravaneer outfittery around. He had become a major supplier of tack and animals to the Royal Army.




  “I suppose.” Trebilcock swung a hand. His gesture took in their surroundings. “I’d like to redesign this. At the Rebsamen I had this adviser. His hobby was landscaping. Whoever did this didn’t have any imagination. It’s nothing but a damned orchard.”




  Aral looked at him askance.




  “I’d move all these fruit trees out. Scoop out a lake. Make a reflecting pool. Put a line of poplars down each side, yea and yea, to frame the castle. Maybe put some shrubs and flower plantings in front for spring and summer color. See what I mean?”




  Aral smiled. “Be interesting to see what you could do.” He scanned the castle. “You’d either have to knock down Fiana’s Tower or build another one over on the left. To give the palace balance.”




  Trebilcock looked puzzled. “Balance? What do you know about balance?”




  “What’s to know, Mike? Stands to reason, don’t it? You don’t want it to look lopsided. What did he want, anyway?”




  “What did who want?”




  “The King. When he had you stay behind.”




  “You won’t believe it. I still don’t. He wants me to play side to his right point in the Guards’ Captures game this afternoon.”




  Aral studied him, one cheek crinkling questioningly. “Really?” He laughed. “That’s right. It’s the Guards and Panthers today, isn’t it? Battle of the undefeateds. The old fox is trying to sneak in some better players.” Dantice leaned, punched Michael’s biceps. “Put your money on the Panthers, Mike. Charygin Hall recruited the best men money can buy. Nobody will beat them for years.”




  “What’re the odds? Is there a spread?”




  “You can get five to one if you’re stupid enough to bet Guards. Two goal spread. You can get ten to one if you bet the Guards to win.”




  They rode another fifty yards before Trebilcock mused, “Think I’ll have my bankers cover a couple hundred nobles. On the Guards.”




  Dantice and Trebilcock went way back. It was Aral’s opinion that Michael was a fool with money. “What the hell for? It’s your money, and you’ve got more than you could throw away, but why the hell waste it?”




  “Your class chauvinism is showing, Aral. The Guards are undefeated too. Remember who’s on their team when you make your bets. The King don’t believe in losing.”




  Michael felt Dantice studying him. He felt the question in his friend. Had he meant more than he had said?




  “Mike?”




  “Uhm?”




  “You still messing around with those Throyens? I got the feeling he was sniping at you.”




  “Maybe he was. I keep in touch. I don’t want to burn any bridges. Situations change. We might need them next year. What are you into, Aral?”




  “Me? Nothing but the sutler business anymore. I’m not sure why he had me come.”




  Trebilcock nodded. This had become a duel of half-truths and outright evasions. “Maybe he wanted you to pass the real story to your friends. About the Gap maybe opening. So the rumors don’t get too crazy.”




  “That’s all I could figure. How long you going to be in town? I was thinking maybe we could get down to Arsen Street some night. Remember the Fat Man’s? They’ve done the place over. Gone class. Got in some girls from the coast. We could go tear the joint up some night, like old times.”




  “I don’t think I’ve got the energy to keep up anymore, Aral.”




  “Come on, hey? You can’t live forever. Might as well have fun while you can. You’ve got to come out of the shadows sometime.”




  “I’ll be around till Prataxis gets back. I’ll let you know.” They had ridden halfway round the palace. Michael said, “If you did it right, you could lay out lakes in each direction. Like the arms of a cross.”




  Dantice could be infuriatingly practical. He asked, “What are you going to do for fresh water? You’d have to run it in steady, wouldn’t you? Else your lakes would go stagnant or dry up.”




  “Damned! I’m just dreaming out loud, Aral. You want to cut me down with practical, make me tell you who’s going to pay the workmen.”




  “Hey! Mike. I was only joking.”




  “I know. I know. I’m too touchy. My people tell me all the time. I don’t want to come here in the first place, then the King drafts me to play Captures. I hate Captures.”




  “Why didn’t you beg off?”




  Michael just looked at Dantice. That hadn’t occurred to him. The King would not have asked had there been no need.




  “What do you hear out of Hammad al Nakir, Mike? You got anybody reliable down there?”




  The question sounded almost too casual. Trebilcock snapped, “Why?”




  “You are testy, aren’t you? Because I’ve got a long-term arrangement for remounts with one of Megelin’s generals. Because I’ve been hearing whispers about El Murid maybe trying a comeback. They say Megelin hasn’t turned out. They say he’s getting more unpopular every day.”




  “Then your sources are better than mine. All I hear is how the honeymoon is still on. I’ve got to run. I want to get some bets down before I head for the woods. I’m staying at the palace. I’ll be riding mornings. Send a message if you want me to wait on you.”




  Aral smiled. “Don’t forget about the Fat Man’s. I think you’ll be surprised.”




  Michael brushed the rainwater off his forehead. He hated hats. Sometimes you had to pay for your quirks. “I’ll think about it.”




  





  ...




  





  Ragnarson was crossing a courtyard to the stables when he spied Varthlokkur atop the castle wall. He shifted course.




  The man was staring at the east as though it might bite. And he’d behaved strangely earlier. “Is it something you can talk about?”




  “What? Not really. It’s nothing concrete. Something in the east. Not entirely with the flavor of Shinsan.”




  “You didn’t mention it this morning.”




  “Nepanthe. She’s lost too much. I wouldn’t want to crucify her with a false hope.”




  “Oh?”




  “It’s Ethrian. He might still be alive.” Ethrian was Nepanthe’s son by her first marriage, lost during the Great Eastern Wars.




  “What? Where is he?” Ragnarson owed his godson a huge debt. A cruel fate had compelled him to slay the boy’s father.




  “It’s just a touch of a feeling I get sometimes. I can’t track it down.”




  Ragnarson babbled questions. The wizard didn’t respond. He thought Bragi overly romanticized his one-time friend, Mocker, and the events surrounding the man’s death. Bragi had had no choice. It had been kill or be killed.




  Ragnarson mused, “We never saw any proof that Ethrian died. Is there anything else?”




  “Anything else?”




  “Something you didn’t want to bring up before. Everybody was hiding from everybody else. Your claim to be preoccupied was unconvincing.”




  Varthlokkur turned slightly, shifting his gaze from the distance to the man. The corners of his eyes crinkled in amusement. “You grow bold. I recall a younger Bragi who shook at the mention of my name.”




  “He didn’t know that even the mighty are vulnerable.”




  “Well said. But don’t bet your life on it.”




  Ragnarson grinned. “I’m going to try this conversation sometime when you’re less in the wizardly mood. When you’re ready to answer questions.” He nodded slightly, left the wizard to his meditations.




  





  ...




  





  Josiah Gales was a frustrated man. He could not cut the Queen out of her herd of courtly matrons. Even once she was aware of his need she could not disengage herself easily.




  The moment arrived at last. She stepped into a curtained alcove, beckoned. That mocking, tormenting smile danced across her lips. He ducked in after her.




  “What did they talk about, Josiah?” No one else called him Josiah.




  “Practically nothing.”




  “They had to talk about something, didn’t they?”




  “They did. It wasn’t worth me skulking around through a lot of dusty passageways, My Lady. A lot of ‘Hello, how are you, long time no see.’ Some ‘How come Prataxis scored so easy this year.’ A little ‘What the hell is going on in Shinsan these days.’ Then His Majesty sent them on their ways. He says they’ll get together again when Prataxis gets back. He’s got me wondering if maybe he isn’t some suspicious.”




  “He’s always suspicious, Josiah. He’s got good reason.”




  “I mean more than your everyday suspicion. It was something he said.”




  “Which was?”




  “He had Trebilcock wait till the others was gone. Told him to come play Captures with him. That’s when he said it.”




  “Said what?” A wrinkle of frustration danced across the Queen’s brow. She peeped round the curtain. Her flock had not yet missed her.




  “That even the walls have ears.”




  Inger’s smile vanished. “Uhm. That bears thought. Thank you, Josiah.”




  “I’m your slave, Lady.”




  She left the alcove wearing a curious little frown. Her charges would find her a less gracious hostess than before.




  Gales nibbled his lower lip. Had he spoken too boldly? Had he betrayed too much?




  Josiah Gales was a victim of love. It was a hopeless love. There was no chance it would be consummated in any manner more intimate than what had just taken place.




  He had resigned his head to the limits long ago, before Ragnarson ever entered his lady’s life. It was his heart that would not admit there were insuperable barriers between a lady of quality and a middle-aged foot soldier.




  He let imagination run with the moment just fled. Fantasy chided him for not having been sufficiently daring.
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  Year 1016 AFE;




  Captures




  KAVELIN’S KING INTERRUPTED his ride at Vorgreberg’s cemetery. He had left the city early so he would have time before the game.




  He first visited the mausoleum of the family Krief. They had ruled Kavelin before him. He leaned over the glass-faced sarcophagus of his predecessor and former lover. Queen Fiana’s clay had been cunningly preserved by Varthlokkur’s art.




  “Sleeping beauty,” he whispered to the cool, still form. “When will you waken?” Imagination insisted that her chest was rising and falling slowly. His heart wanted to believe it. His mind could not conquer the lie.




  He had loved her. She had born him a daughter he had hardly known. Little Carolan lay interred nearby. This jealous kingdom had pulled them down….




  There had been fire in their loving. It had been that once in a lifetime perfect physical match, where all the needs and likes had meshed to perfection. The remembered heat of it made him doubt his commitment to Inger now. He was a little afraid to let himself go, to owe this latest woman completely. Fate had a way of striking down everyone for whom he cared.




  He kissed the glass over Fiana’s lips. For an instant imagination supplied a ghost of a smile.




  “Be patient with me, Fiana. I’m doing the best I can.” After a minute, “Trying times are coming. They don’t think I suspect. They think my head is in the clouds. They underestimate me. Like they underestimated you. And I’ll go on letting them think I’m just a dumb soldier till they fall into the pit I’ll dig for them.”




  She seemed to nod her understanding.




  They worried about him in Vorgreberg. He did not come here often, but they thought it strange that he visited the dead at all. They thought it stranger still that he spoke to the dead.




  He let them think what they would. This was one of his away places, his thinking places, his refuges for those moments when he had to be alone.




  He went outside and sat on the moist grass near a freshly filled grave. The rain had stopped. For a time he did nothing but sit and chuck the occasional soggy clod at a nearby headstone. It had begun to add up. To what he did not yet know, but a whisper here, a rumor there, and news of something strange from beyond the mountains…. It all meant something.




  As a boy he had made one passage reeving with his father. They had sailed from Tonderhofn with the ice floes, and had been one of the first dragonships through the Tongues of Fire. A few days into the ocean they had become becalmed. The sea had taken on the look of polished green jade. The crew had been in no mood to man the oars. Mad Ragnar had taken the opportunity to teach his sons a bit of his philosophy.




  “Look around, boys,” said the man called both Mad Ragnar and The Wolf of Draukenbring. “What do you see? The ocean’s beauty? Its peace? Its serenity?”




  Not knowing what was expected, the young Bragi nodded. His brother Haaken refused to go that far.




  “Think of the sea as life.” Ragnar seized a maggoty chunk of the pig they had sacrificed before hazarding the treacherous currents of the Tongues. He drove a spear through it, leaned over the gunwale, swished it through the water. Then he leaned against the ship’s side, meat poised inches above the glassy sea. He waited.




  Soon Bragi saw something moving through the green glass. Another something passed beneath the dragonship. A fin cut the surface fifty yards away.




  Something exploded out of the deep. It took meat, spear, and very nearly Ragnar as the sudden jerk yanked him against the rail. The water boiled, then became still. Bragi never saw what took the rotted flesh.




  “There,” Ragnar said. “You see? There’s always something down there. When it’s calmest is when you’ve got to watch out. That’s when the big ones hunt.” He pointed.




  A vast dark shape drifted past the dragonship, too far down to be discerned as anything but a shadow in the green. “That’s when the big ones hunt,” Ragnar said again. He began kicking and cursing his men. They decided rowing was less unpleasant than their captain’s tireless sound and fury.




  Bragi flipped a clod at a weed stalk left from last year. Luck made a contact. The stalk went down.




  He rose. “When the big ones hunt,” he murmured, and began walking across the hill.




  He went to a rank of graves. They contained his first wife and the children he had lost in Kavelin.




  Elana had been a special woman. A saint, to have followed him through his mercenary years, to have born him a child a year, to have endured his wandering eye and affection without protest. She had been the daughter of an Itaskian whore, but she had been a lady. She remained stamped upon his soul. He missed her most when he was troubled.




  There was some barrier in him that prevented his sharing with Inger that way.




  Fiana had been both passion and a symbol of commitment to a greater ideal. Elana had been solid, simple, family, perhaps representing that tightest, most intense and basic of human allegiances.




  Strange, he thought, staring at the line of headstones. He had not given either woman his all. He was giving Inger nothing he had given them. How vast were the resources within one man?




  He was not sure what he was giving his wife-queen. Something, to be sure. She seemed satisfied most of the time.




  He stood there a long time, remembering his years with Elana, and the friends who had given their days that special touch.




  All that was gone. He had come to the grey days, the soft, colorless days, to which his acquaintances contributed little.




  Maybe he was aging. Maybe, as you grew older, the highs and lows and color faded away, and it all got so oatmealy you just decided it was time to lay down and die.




  He glanced at the sun. Time had stolen away while he stretched himself on the rack of his yesterdays. Best quit fooling around, he thought. Wouldn’t do for the King to be late for his game of Captures.




  He encountered the Panthers on the road. Had he been anyone else, they would have ragged him mercilessly about the Guards’ chances. The Panthers were young and exciting and on a hot streak. They were the darlings of the sweet young things who devoured winners and scorned losers. They expected to be on top for years.




  One bold lad suggested as much.




  Ragnarson grinned. “And you might be in for a surprise, boy. Us old dogs know a few tricks.”




  Youth received his assertion with its usual disdain.




  Was there ever a time when I was that young, that self-certain, that positive about my world and my answers? he wondered. He did not remember being that way.




  They parted to go to their respective castles.




  The opening minutes of the game would be free of irregularities. The judges assembled the teams at their castles. They counted heads and took names. They sounded horns when the teams were ready, and winded them again to signal the opening of play.




  The stretching of rules generally began after the teams spread out to defend and attack.




  Bragi’s team had cheated ahead of time. It brought to Captures some of his tricks of government. In preparation for the Panthers, a hot-blooded, round-heeled spy had been deployed.




  Bragi was late. He gave the judges his name and joined Trebilcock, who clung to the edge of the gang. The youth wore a hangdog look. The others were intent on their spy’s boyfriend.




  “They’re gonna bull it. They’re gonna punch up the middle with everybody,” the man said. He was team captain. His friends called him Slugbait. “They’re gonna hold a deep defense of like six guys two hundred yards from their castle. The rest are gonna swamp us, then just march back with our balls. They figure they gonna hoo-miliate us on account of we’re a bunch of old buzzards and we won’t be able to keep up. We got a couple ways to go. I figure the best is we go them one better. We don’t guard our castle. We all of us go over there, swamp their defensemen, grab their balls. We have five guys sneak their balls around the flanks. All the rest of us jump them while they’re coming back. Pile on and take our balls back away. Snakeman? What you jumping about?”




  “They’re going to know they been taken when they don’t find nobody in our castle, Slug. So all we’re going to do is turn the field around. Then they start running us. They’ll wear us down. Then it’s good-bye ballgame.”
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