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	PREFACE

	

	Dear reader,

	

	When I started The War with my sister, more than a decade ago, I really just wanted adventures. The fun kind, the heart-stopping kind, the kind that make you turn pages fast and close the book with a sigh. I was thinking of adventure without too much thought given to the themes; I didn’t know what was going to make it come alive along the way.

	While we were still telling the story for the first time, though, we created a scene that broke my heart. I’ve written about it elsewhere, how the burning horizon struck me to the bone, how I cried for the weight of what had and might have been lost, how often that summer I dwelt with gratitude on a tilled and tended field behind my house that could still grow corn.

	This story reached into my soul on the cusp of my growing-up, and it has been growing beside me ever since.

	You and I have gone on a long journey together. I do not pretend that this last stretch of it is perfect, but here is what you need to know.

	It was always going to end in peace.

	

	— Verity A. Buchanan, 2025



	




	[image: Image]Below: Ordenian military map dated approximately two months into the war, relaying a broad view of the circumstances on the southern front in crude but functional detail.
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	To Vanna

	(this is Jeddy’s book)
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	CHAPTER 1

	Clear and sunny was the dawn of the twelfth of April.

	Sunlight glinted on the needles of Mount Thiranu’s pine trees, and cascaded through empty boughs of birch, oak, aspen, and maple. Under its heat the snowdrifts of winter thinned into the air, their vapor forming trailing white shrouds amid the quiet trees of the forest. As the light hit them, they glittered like the breath of dragons and unraveled slowly into weak, wisping strands that dissipated with silent sighs.

	The houses on the mountain stirred. Morning meals warmed over the fire; men fed their animals and walked the fields, gauging the days until the planting could begin. Around the village, news circulated that the yearly horse sale was on the move northward: it would arrive at Ceristen in less than a se’ennight.

	Winds sailed overhead, coming down cool and fresh from the high Elerien peaks to gently stir the lowlands that flanked the West-Gate road. In glades and valleys the first lilies of spring pushed their pale leaves through the drying ground, and clinging vines showed sparks of green on bare grey trees.

	But the quiet serenity of the morning was lost on the young man galloping grimly through the streets of Orden City. Sun-seared and disheveled, he pulled his horse up at the east end of the capital and looked up at the dark, gleaming pinnacle overshadowing the outer wall: Mitheren, Tower of Kings. A silent symbol of bygone austerity, a steadfast vigil pointed eastwards to the old threats. Its imposing make seemed to touch the rider for a moment even in his haste, and he stalled, the reins loose in one hand and his dark eyes wide. Then he swung off his mount, led it over to a nearby tree where he tied it securely, and exchanged some low, hurried words with the guard at the door. At their nod, he rushed within. He had a message for the king; he would not wait.

	~

	…that five hundreds of the army depart at the king’s discretion to accompany and protect the embassy to Arahad. Also that with them should go Captain Keyes and the lords of Calen and Halingir, and many gifts besides, by which it is hoped to renew the alliance, uneasy as it has been these two generations past. All these proposals were approved and carried, and the embassy arranged to depart the fifth of April. (Further note appended at the request of General Derek Winston: the embassy departed as designed.)

	Lord Darethin protested sending so great a force into another country’s territory, calling it “questionable policy”. He was overruled by Captain Rhodes, Captain Keyes, and the representative from Grinaz Hall on the grounds that Arahad values display and opulence, and is known to regard small embassies, especially from greater countries, as a disrespect and a potential threat; and that furthermore, they shall be passing through the territory of the barbarians. Lord Darethin requested his displeasure noted.

	The next assembly was set for the fourteenth of April.

	The council was dispersed.

	Chronicle of the second council meeting in the season of Luenna, on the thirtieth day of March, by the hand of Culhas the secretary, complete.

	Further note appended at the request of the General Derek Winston: That the state of the army at large is growing rapidly poor, due to the manifold skirmishes on the north border with Wild Men last autumn. Though at present we are surrounded by allies, it may nonetheless become a danger. Let not the time of peace be used as an excuse to lie in sloth. We must see to the strengthening of our defense, whether by a conscription or—

	“My General?”

	“Aye,” the General answered, lifting his head from the papers he was reviewing. “Captain Rhodes?”

	“My General.” Captain Rhodes entered and bent his head in a swift bow. There was a darkness in his eyes like doubt or concern. “Below there is a man who has ridden here in great haste. He bears an urgent message, he says, for the king’s ears.”

	“The king has ridden south to Lake Dracaman.”

	Captain Rhodes swept his hand dismissively. “So I told him. He says he will speak to you.”

	The General nodded. “Send him in.”

	Captain Rhodes returned shortly, a young man behind him of perhaps twenty-five. The stranger’s bearing was wary, one leather-clad hand curled in a half-gesture as though reaching for the security of his sword. He met the General’s eyes with a dark and fiercely determined gaze, and directed a swift glance at Captain Rhodes. “He can be trusted?” he asked, his voice rough and low.

	The General held those piercing eyes searchingly. “I would trust him with my life,” he answered. “But what do you bring, that it must be so secret?”

	The man sent another quick glance around the room. “I bring tidings,” he said, dropping his head in a courtesy to the General; “tidings of war.”

	Captain Rhodes drew in breath sharply; but the General looked at the young man intently with narrowed eyes. “What do you mean?” he said. “War where, and with whom? Explain this to me.”

	The man hesitated, uncertain as it were how to speak. “I am Grant Eagle, of Runnicor formerly, a wanderer by trade,” he began at last. “Four months since, I was traveling through the Grey Lands to the north of Edivernel and near the sea, and I came upon a place where there were many men encamped—I could not say how many, for they were interspersed among the trees and valleys, but it was a great host. Because I wondered at such a sight, I slipped among their tents, where I found that they spoke my language. And the gist of the conversations I overheard between their leader and his lieutenants, my lord, is this: Runnicor in her envy of Orden has laid a plot for her utter and irretrievable overthrow.

	“For years they have laid their plans, my lord. They have spared no expense of caution or mercilessness. I was nearly slain by their scouts; if my Runnicoran tongue had not spared me, I doubt any would have come to warn you before the crisis came. Even their march they plan to chart across the Great Waste, so as to avoid all eyes on their approach. And their spies are ever coming and going with word of Orden’s military affairs—how many they employ I know not, but some of them correspond with informants in very high positions of state. For this reason, my lord, I was compelled to ask the loyalty of your captain.”

	He paused and looked pleadingly at the silent face of the General. “You believe me—do you not? I cannot have ridden across Legea to be disregarded. I beg you to heed me. They were already making sure to depart when I headed east; they cannot be more than ten days from your borders by now. Orden is on the brink of destruction.”

	The General stood quietly to his feet and held the man’s eyes with his own. “There is no lie in your face,” he said. And with a movement of swift passion he struck the table with his hand, sending the records fluttering down like a flock of frighted birds.

	“My General,” said Captain Rhodes, his voice trembling like a man touched with sickness. “What are we now to do?”

	“What indeed?” murmured the General. He turned to Grant. “No word came to us before, and none surely would have come but for you. Though ten days of preparation be but little, it is more than none. And you surely risked your life to so warn us. What of their spies? Is there any that you have recognized or might recognize among this court?”

	Grant shook his head. “Among their own men they are bidden to walk masked or otherwise concealed. There might be some that I could know again by their voices or walk, but it is hard to be certain. Nonetheless I will serve you how I may in that regard.”

	The General took a pace forward and laid his hand upon the young man’s shoulder. “Know that you have my thanks,” he said. “You say that you came from Runnicor, and yet you chose to warn us against an army of the same. That is not something done lightly.”

	Grant looked down in answer. “I was born in Runnicor,” he said, “but I have not lived there for near twenty years. I have no country. When I met my father after a time of long separation, he had departed that land himself and was traveling north to Orden, for a life he thought might be better than the one he knew. But I spoke harsh words to him, for he would have called himself my father again, and I wanted to be alone; I did not want to be his son. I left him in anger.

	“He never reached Orden. He died on the border of Rodron and I found him and buried him. It is for my father’s sake that I came.”

	The General looked at the young, rugged face, still harsh with a grief that was not yet old. “Mari,” he said gently, using the old tongue for son, “you have done well.”

	He turned to Captain Rhodes. “Send out a dragon to overtake the king. He must return at once. And make preparations to send another after those who went south towards Arahad—we must call off that costly embassy if at all possible, and pray that they return in time. I need not tell you to use care in the men you select.”

	Captain Rhodes nodded and wheeled to the door.

	“Captain Rhodes—tell this news to no more than you must. If they can play at stealth, then so can we. They may find us more ready than they expected; and what little advantage we have we must use to the fullest.”

	He sat down and began to write quickly. “Send Captain Murray to me,” he directed Captain Rhodes, and motioned him from the room. “And you, Grant, will lodge in Mitheren this night if you have no place as yet to go. Tomorrow I may have a thing to ask of you, if you are willing to undertake it.”

	“I will undertake whatever you ask, my lord,” answered Grant.

	The General gave him a smile of thanks.

	But when Grant was gone, his pen faltered and slipped from his fingers. He dropped his arms onto the table, and his head sank down on them. Orden, a country proud and beautiful, suddenly cracked within and beset without. His people’s confidence in him misplaced—their trust betrayed… a cruel darkness coming upon them, and nothing he could do to stop it.

	~

	The dragon banked steeply in the evening sky, wheeling about as it dove towards the small party which was preparing to set their camp for the night. The rider dismounted the instant his mount settled and headed for the stoop-shouldered figure in the lead.

	“My king, King Conrad!”

	The king turned his long, worried face towards the comer; always solemn, it appeared pale and sad in the gathering gloom. “What is it?”

	The man gave him a folded parchment. “From the General, my lord king.”

	A torch was lit and shone upon the letter as the king read it. The color left his face, and he looked at the messenger, whose somber countenance confirmed the letter’s words.

	He slipped the papers into his tunic with shaking hand. “Tomorrow we turn about. We are needed in Mitheren.”

	~

	“Grant Eagle.”

	Grant bowed his head and shut the door. The General was evidently waiting for him; a sealed scroll rested in front of him on the table where the sea of papers had been the day before, ring and dark-hued wax beside it. The seated man’s face was grave and composed as yesterday; but a deep sorrow throbbed beneath his eyes. Meeting those dark eyes, an impulse unbidden stirred in Grant—never had he owed a man fealty, but for an instant he felt that this man might ask him to enter the Cleft of Lynnel and he would gladly do it.

	The sensation, unfamiliar to him, ebbed an instant later yet did not wholly fade. Such a man must Thireler the Conqueror have been, Grant thought, a man who could command with a word, a look—

	“Yestereve the council met,” the General said, rising. “Our situation appears desperate indeed. We have sent a rider to Fearnland in the north, who is our strong ally, but that will take a month or more to reach the king, and twice that time for him to muster his men and return to us. Whether we will even be able to hold out so long I do not know. But we have a nearer place to look for aid: our sister country, Dirion. She has never yet failed us, nor is the king Ahearn a man to withdraw from others in time of need. He will help in whatever way he can.”

	“You wish me to go to him?”

	“If you are willing. You have done much already; naught compels you to do more.”

	“I am willing,” said Grant simply, but at the compassion in the quiet face he quailed again and burned with that foreign zeal. Too great was the love in this man’s eyes, too staggering in its measure, given too freely to one he scarcely knew. Grant could not meet that gaze.

	“My lord,” he said, his heart aching to burst out and express itself in broken words, “my General—I would serve you in any way you bid.”

	The General nodded. “So be it.” He picked up the scroll from the table and handed it to Grant. “If he doubts you, give him this, but speak first; these matters are more urgent when heard from a man’s own lips. How soon can you depart?”

	“At once, my lord. I have no need to stay.”

	“That is well. And now, is there anything more you desire to say before you go?”

	“Only a warning which I forgot to relay to you yesterday. In your caution, my lord, take care not only for disloyal men within your circles, but also watch for birds.”

	The General glanced toward him, eyes narrowed in that intent, questioning way.

	“The Runnicoran general employs the eraris, the soulless and masterless ones that bear the form of crows. They often bear messages, but they can also overhear words spoken between men who think nothing of a bird perched on the limb above their heads.”

	The General nodded, his brow clearing in comprehension, though his eyes grew heavier. “I have heard of the eraris-kind.”

	“In either case, it is better to intercept or slay one if you suspect its nature.”

	“We will surely take heed. Again, Grant Eagle, on behalf of the king and this land, I thank you.” He came forward, gripping Grant by the shoulder. “Now go with speed. Ride to Ederan. Ahearn must be reached.”

	Words never came easily for Grant, and though he longed to prove himself with them they did not now. There was nothing he could say to give utterance to his newfound servitude. Instead he knelt and departed, his quick pace turning to a run through the dark stone halls, a commission branded behind his eyes.

	Dirion—Ahearn—he must be reached… he is not a man to withdraw from others… he must be reached… he must be reached…

	He saddled his mare with fumbling haste and leaped onto her back, trotting across the courtyard, urging her into a gallop as they left Mitheren behind.

	He must be reached.



	




	

	

	

	

	CHAPTER 2

	The sun shone down on Orden: on the thick foliage of the East-Border Forest, on her glittering lakes still bordered with the last of winter’s ice, on the harshly chiseled terrain of her north country, and the lower swells and wide rivers of the middle-region. Beyond the Elerien Mountains, Western Guard of Orden, its rays had risen high enough to touch the Dirion River, and farther still, the Great Waste. They beat down hot upon the small figure of a man riding hard south and west.

	Towards Dirion.

	Grant Eagle pulled his horse in from full gallop, tensing in the saddle. The mare reared and whinnied in protest.

	“Whoa, my Lady,” Grant murmured. “Whoa…”

	With a final prance she settled beneath him, and Grant leaned forward, senses on the alert. Just a moment ago, on that rise, he thought he had caught a movement ahead of them. Or had he been mistaken?

	Then he heard the hooves. Aye, someone else was coming along this road towards them; the slow, rhythmic beat indicated a work horse, maybe pulling a wagon. It was the first sign of humanity he had seen for an hour, ever since he had left behind the morning buzz around the city, and despite the harmless indication of a farmer bringing his goods to Orden’s market, an uneasy frown creased Grant’s brow.

	The mare had heard it, too. She shifted sideways, her ears flicking forward, her nostrils flared.

	“No worries, Lady,” Grant muttered, sending her into a walk. “We need not speak to him, not more than a greeting.”

	Her ears swiveled back, hearing his voice.

	“And what if he asks me questions, you say? Nonsense, Lady. A traveler on the road keeps to himself, and those who wish to keep their skins do not pester the ones that carry swords. I should be surprised if our stranger speaks to me at all.”

	Lady snorted and strained at the bit.

	“Now you wish to run again? Nay, lass, it were best to pass this traveler, whoever it may be, at a walk. We want to do nothing that will attract notice, and all the less when there be fear of spies… nay, even then it may be safe enough, but I do not wish to leave any man with questions turning in his head. We’ll keep this pace for now.”

	Lady neighed indignantly.

	“Aye, there he comes over the hill, cart and horse. I’ll talk to you no more now, my Lady.”

	Grant held Lady down to a steady trot as they approached the slow-moving wagon, with every intention to ride straight on past—for there was no reason he should stop, nor anyone try to stop him. Perhaps in the true wilderness, where a human face was a chance for valuable tidings, but here, in this narrow no-man’s-land between the civilized communities of Orden and Dirion, a grim-faced wanderer was unlikely to carry any news that a busy workman would care to hear. And Grant looked grim-faced indeed as he drew abreast of the placidly walking horse and the wiry farmer striding beside.

	To his surprise and annoyance, however, the farmer stepped into his way with a cheerful hail. “Good day, sir! And where might you be bound to this fine morning?”

	“South,” Grant replied curtly, drawing rein on Lady so that she did not run the man down. The fellow should leave him alone now.

	But the farmer scratched at his wide-brimmed cap and did not move. “Any one place, laddie?” He spoke lazily, his words broken into one another.

	“What business is it of yours?”

	“None, only I like to know sometimes. Got me a curious mind, maybe.”

	The dangerously impertinent boldness of his manner stirred Grant’s unease. He made to nudge his heel into Lady, but the farmer was still half-blocking the way.

	“What’s that a’peeping out of your pocket there, now?” the other remarked, and Grant followed his gaze to see with alarm the letter the General had given him half-visible with the seal in plain view.

	“Riding down to Dirion?” said the farmer, with a sly sort of softness.

	Grant wheeled Lady to the side and attempted to gallop past, but the other man leaped and crashed into him, knocking them both heavily to the ground.

	“Thought I recognized you from some place,” said the man with no trace of his countrified accent, steel hissing as he whipped out a knife. “That spying little mercenary by the Iron Heights.” Divested of the shadow of the cap, his pallid, contorted features bore a passing similarity to Grant’s own despite the tawny hair falling around his shoulders. A Runnicoran half-breed.

	Grant seized at his wrist, trying to wrench the blade out of his hand. “Maybe you are mistaken,” he panted.

	The man’s grip strained against his. “I think not,” he growled. “But ’tis no matter. Whoever you are, you will die now and your message with you.” All at once, with his free hand, he jerked a second knife from his boot, and for one terrifying instant Grant saw it catch the light above him. He heard Lady’s shrill whinny.

	Then he saw her—saw her leg flying forward—and the man lurched forward with a groan at the full impact of a horse’s kick. Instantly Grant jerked the knife from his slackened hold, parried a frantic swing from his adversary, and thrust it home.

	The man sagged, and slumped to the ground. Grant shoved him aside and rose.

	He unharnessed the cart-horse and turned it loose; the dead man he dragged away from the road and laid his weapons by him. Then he turned, mounting Lady, and pressed her down the road once more.

	~

	The heavy gates of Ederan, capital city of Dirion, were swinging slowly shut as the red sun sank below the horizon. Then a horn blast rang out from the walltop, alerting the soldiers below that there was yet one traveler desiring entrance. The gates ground to a creaking halt, and those whose duty it was to close them waited as the horse and rider drew closer.

	A weary horse, its head drooping and trot slow, covered in dust. A dull-eyed rider, rising and falling limply in the saddle. But they both brightened as they neared the high walls of the city.

	The rider checked as he was about to pass through and turned to the captain of the guard who stood nearby. A young man, observed the captain. Under the dirt and sweat the face was blunt-featured and even grim, though not unhandsome. The gaze that met his was keen and filled with a burning, intense resolve. The captain cast a glance down the road whence he had come, wondering with a stir of uncertainty what had brought this man here and in such haste.

	The traveler seemed to hesitate, as if searching for words. “Is this… Ederan?”

	“Aye,” replied the captain.

	The man nodded, a tired half-smile forming on his face. Then he spurred his horse on into the city.

	~

	The bedroom of King Ahearn of Dirion was no greatly magnificent affair. The stone floor was adorned only with a soft braided rug. The furniture displayed good make but little ornament; the tall bed was canopied with velvet draperies, perhaps the most expensive item in the room, but a far cry from the stiff, brocaded, gold-embroidered cloths which old King Hiartho had preferred.

	The only light in the chamber this evening issued from the lamp which sat on the writing ledge, shedding its radiance over parts of the room and throwing others into shadow. Nor did it shine without reason; for Ahearn was busy.

	The soft gold sheen played over the young monarch’s thoughtful features, the level grey eyes and the expressive, thin-lipped mouth that was framed in a clipped dark beard. His slim fingers guided his pen in brief marks, but his attention seemed to wander from the tax records in front of him, and he let his head slip tiredly into his other hand, his gaze drifting elsewhere. Thoughts filled his head—faces, dim at first, growing clearer, faces he longed and dreaded to forget—an arrogant, youthful face, tight with anger, lips closed and eyes as icy as a winter’s storm—the heat of his own anger and confusion, the lashing out that had turned into an irreparable gorge—

	“What could I have done?” he murmured, unaware that he spoke aloud. “What if I had been gentler…”

	His voice broke off as someone rapped on the door. Ahearn lifted his head. “Come in.”

	The steward of the castle entered, inclining his head respectfully. A delicate note of disapproval tinged his words.

	“My king, there is a man waiting below who has ridden hard, these past two days, he says—from where and for what purpose he will not say. He insists that he must speak with you; the matter is ‘terribly urgent’. Moreover, he desires to have with you an audience of total privacy.”

	Ahearn glanced at his desk. “Can he not wait until morning?”

	“It seems he cannot. You would think that a man swaying on his feet from exhaustion—”

	“He will not rest first?” This time Ahearn’s question was more uneasy than annoyed.

	The steward made an expressive sweep of the hand. “He will not so much as seat himself.”

	The king looked troubled, and rose. “Very well; I will receive him in the throne room.”

	“King Ahearn,” the steward began hastily, “I am not at all sure that this is wise; such a man, who will not say who has sent him nor why he comes (indeed he says he has proof, but it appears he will show it to none but you), such a man, I say, my king, permit me—? seems more likely to be an assassin than…”

	Now he was hurrying after Ahearn, down the dim hall.

	Ahearn sighed. “You may be right. I promise that I will not concede to his demands if it can be helped. But if he is an honest man, no doubt he will have a good reason for keeping his business—whatever it is—from everyone else.”

	“No doubt!” the steward muttered. He paused at the second door from Ahearn’s chambers and disappeared inside, coming out shortly with the royal mantle and crown; these he arrayed on Ahearn, and stepped back with a satisfied air.

	“There, my king. Go now to the throne room; I will fetch him.”

	~

	Grant Eagle, staring fixedly through sleep-blurred eyes at a high, slitted window, felt a pressure on his arm. The voice of the state-robed man who had met him in the outer court addressed him again, brusque and formal, saying, “King Ahearn will receive you now.”

	Grant blinked and roused himself, feeling the desire for rest ebb away. He followed the speaker with quick steps through a long corridor and a pair of carved wooden doors, and, keeping to the left, strode resolutely forward to the very foot of the throne where sat the king of Dirion.

	King Ahearn spoke. “Who are you?” 

	“I am Grant Eagle.” He glanced back at his guide who stood with arms crossed and two more servants standing at the door behind him. “My lord, I would rather speak to you alone.”

	The king’s expression did not change. “So my steward has told me.” He looked sternly at Grant. “Why do you wish it?”

	The hostility in his voice bewildered Grant. Had they never need of secret messages? The castle steward in particular had only dogged his footsteps since he entered, and Grant had no wish to share his news with such a pair of clearly eager ears. “Can you guarantee them, my lord king?” The frustration filtered in under his tired voice. “Would you disclose to them all secrets? If you desire another witness here, assure me that he is beyond even the question of reproach. I will not disclose my burden without a surety.”

	Ahearn sat quietly, seeming to consider. “Trethan,” he said at last, looking at the steward, “bring me Edar and Hiaro Cevra.”

	The steward nodded curtly and departed, and a strained silence unfolded in his wake. King Ahearn sat with lowered eyes, running his hand slowly over a signet ring on his left forefinger. There was a firmness, even a forcefulness, in his face, despite his gentle and unassuming features. His grey eyes were deep-set and perceptive, set under straight brows and an unlined forehead. He was very young, Grant realized, scarcely more than twenty—and his heart sank a little.

	When the doors swung open again, announcing Trethan’s return and shaking Grant from another near-doze, the steward was preceded by two older men clad like high-ranking nobles. One cast a sideways look at Grant, silver hair swishing over the shoulder of his tunic. They positioned themselves on the opposite side of the throne.

	Ahearn nodded to Trethan. “You may leave,” he said, and the steward exited with the two guardsmen, their footsteps echoing down the hall.

	Ahearn then turned to the older men, whose gazes silently questioned the circumstance of their summoning. “This man arrived here with a message that he wished to deliver at once, in secret. Grant Eagle, I have no doubt of these men. Speak freely.”

	Grant surveyed the king’s intent, quiet face and was assured; with a surge of will he squared his shoulders, the General’s words burning again to the forefront of his wearied thoughts. Deliver a message, no, he was here with more than a message. He was here for the distress of a people not his own.

	“My lord king, I come to you on behalf of your sister country. The General Derek Winston sent me to beg your aid. Orden is in gravest danger.”

	The two nobles’ eyebrows shot up in tandem. They exchanged glances and turned doubtful if not suspicious eyes to Grant; but Ahearn stood sharply. “Danger! What danger is this?”

	“Runnicor has mustered a great army against her in the Grey Lands,” Grant answered, and saw startled comprehension alter the taller noble’s countenance. “Even now they are marching to her borders.” 

	Ahearn shook his head, aghast. “Why? What reason?”

	A quiet cough from the tall nobleman. “My lord.”

	“Hiaro Cevra?”

	“The gold dispute was well before your time—some generations ago now—but that it should be the cause of a Runnicoran attack is almost beyond doubt. There was strong grudge, and the Runnicorans had the worst of it.”

	“The gold dispute—I know naught of these things, Cevra. Tell me.”

	“It is a quarrel of trade, my lord, or at least it began so. Orden secured sole trading rights to the gold mines of Arahad when they first sealed their treaty, and has held them since. Runnicor, being not only closer to Arahad but a longer ally, took hard to that. They started raiding and pirating Ordenian ships during the early days of our King Hiartho and Derin II of Orden, and there were… harsh words that came nearly to war, especially when one of Orden’s Captains slew a high-ranking Runnicoran noble in the aftermath of one such sea-skirmish.”

	“They say that the kings made a peace after that,” said the second man, Edar. “But a peace made in the wake of a killing is a skittish thing. I marvel it did not turn to war sooner than this, except that they must have known they would stand no chance without careful subterfuge.”

	“Edar speaks true enough,” said Cevra. “Besides, my lord, Orden is a powerful nation, powerful and rich: all know that, and not a few covet such wealth. Little, grasping countries need small quarrel with their betters to pursue their mastery.”

	Ahearn sat down, hands tight about the armrests of his throne. When he spoke again, it was not to the lords but to Grant. “How large is this army, emissary?”

	“I know not its full dimensions, my lord, only that it is vast and they have added to it for years. Their leader has called crushing Orden an easy matter.”

	“Surely he spoke in overconfidence. Orden’s army—”

	“Nay, King Ahearn, it is smaller than you know—”

	Grant broke off, searching for the right speech, more bereft than ever in his fatigue. He reached into his jerkin, drew out the sealed letter, and offered it to Ahearn, who took it silently and examined the seal before breaking it open.

	Again as he read it he looked young—daunted—vulnerable. Grant’s heart tightened. Had the General been mistaken? Would Ahearn be afraid and refuse? Would he put the letter aside, to deal with another time, only to have that other time never come?

	The king creased the letter closed, gaze lowered. “I must confer with the council,” he murmured slowly.

	He looked to Cevra. “Have you any estimate of the military strength that we can spare?”

	“Avrulin would know that, my lord king.”

	“Of course. Be sure that he is present tomorrow—we must give whatever aid we can.”

	They spoke on, but they were distant and immaterial now. Grant cared not of cavalry barracks, or the number of weapons that were permitted into a secret committee. He had fulfilled his charge, he had not failed; no words mattered more than that. Head bowed, he dropped to one knee before the king and thought wearily that he would not ask or wish to move again.

	“Please, rise,” said Ahearn, in his tone an awkward trace of one unused to the homage of others. “Rest tonight; you shall be refreshed in whatever way you wish. Trethan!” he called, and the steward appeared shortly in the doorway.

	Grant stood dizzily, relief still slicing through him; he knew little of leaving the throne-room, still less of the journey through the palace as Trethan led him to a small place and a waiting, welcome bed.

	~

	Dawn was breaking over Ederan. The city hummed with all the early-morning activity: children shouted, mothers scolded, pedlars hawked their wares. But no daylight penetrated the chamber in the heart of the looming castle, where the king, his most trusted advisors, and the emissary from Orden were holding council.

	“How much time do we have?” Ahearn asked, turning to Grant Eagle.

	Grant shook his head. “Six to eight days is a thought, but we cannot be certain. As I said to the General of Orden, they were preparing to leave when I set out east. If they came across the Great Waste as intended, unless they traveled very slow, they will not be long behind me.”

	“Then we cannot waste time,” said Ahearn. He turned to the tall Cevra. “What is the council’s advised selection for the man who leads the relief?”

	Cevra folded his arms with a frown, as if perhaps he had expected Ahearn to make a suggestion himself. “It is seemly, my king, for you to go.”

	“I had thought—but then, the country may need me.”

	Avrulin, general of the armies, answered instead of Cevra. “We are not troubled ourselves. If the Runnicorans turn their attention here, then you should return, but when a sister country is in need, and sister goes to sister, it is right that the kings meet one another as brother to brother.”

	Ahearn nodded slowly. “The thing reads well. So be it; I will go over the armies, and leave the country to the superintendence of Hiaro Cevra till my return. How long, Avrulin, before you have ready our force?”

	“The summons began yestereve after we received the word. Six hours yet, my lord king.”

	“Six hours, then we ride.” Ahearn’s voice gained an edge of firmness, pressing for an answer.

	The general bowed his head. “We ride.”

	~

	Shadows lengthened over the empty plains of the Great Waste: shadows of a thousand horsemen, the light glinting off spear and shield and helmet and the ground shaking under the ceaseless impact of the drumming hooves. Not a word was spoken among the whole company; even had they been able to hear one another over the clashing and the thundering, the need for haste was too great, too keenly felt among them.

	A little apart from the left wing rode Grant.

	Someone had made a passing suggestion of placing him up front with Ahearn and the captains, a suggestion forgotten in those last harried minutes before they departed Ederan. And Grant, to whom it made little difference where he rode, guided Lady to the outside. There the dust and the heat of bodies was less intense, and having found a place which suited him, he was content.

	Now a horn-cry was sounding, signaling the time to breathe their mounts. As the noise died away into comparative quiet, and peace washed over them, Lady’s ears suddenly flicked sideways. Her head went up, her nostrils widened, her neck tensed.

	Grant, her master since she was foaled, needed no conscious effort to read her warning language—something out of place, something new that had been drowned in all the uproar before. “What is it, my Lady?” he murmured. “What is it?” He rose up in the stirrups, listening. Almost he thought he heard something.

	And it might be—

	Grant leaped from Lady’s back and lay full length on the rocky ground, his ear pressed against it. When he stood, his face was pale. He mounted Lady again and kicked his heels into her, galloping up to the head of the company.

	Those nearby King Ahearn watched as the Ordenian messenger exchanged hurried words with him. Their king shook his head decidedly, giving a reply which seemed to not please the other man. He spoke again, earnestly, fiercely.

	Ahearn hesitated still, and finally shrugged in consent.

	The captains turned to each other and also shrugged, in bewilderment.

	But Grant Eagle wheeled Lady and sent her into a light canter westward into the wilderness.

	He could hear it unaided now, an indistinct rumble in the air, growing louder with every passing minute. It could have been a band of feral horses, if they had been in the steppes of Runnicor.

	It could have been a flood, if it were coming from the east where the Dirion River lay, and not the emptiness of the waste.

	The ground was changing under him, a subtle but telling slope, and he knew that he was on one of the broken hills of the Great Waste: a slow, slow rise ending in a drop-off and a sheer cliff. Not far beyond it, he guessed, lay the source of what he followed.

	Grant reined in, for he dared ride no farther up the incline, not knowing whether he might be seen. His quick gaze scanned the brown wasteland and caught sight of a stony outcrop a little to the northwest. If he headed for that on foot, he could remain unnoticed, and assure himself for certain what roared so close at hand, though his suspicion already knew and dreaded it.

	He swung off Lady and turned to look into one limpid eye, repeating words for her sensitive ears alone: “Stay here.”

	She shook her head with a whiffling snort, those brown eyes studying him contentedly.

	Grant smiled, patted her side, and turned away to continue on foot.

	By the time he dropped to a crawl, the noise was tremendous, louder than all the hoofbeats of Ahearn’s men had been before. Its blurred growl had expanded into separate sounds: the quick staccato of trotting horses, the creak of wheels, the steady pulse of marching feet. Grant, who knew quite well what it had to be, yet found himself driven by something beyond common sense to prove it with his eyes, reached the rocks and slipped between them to the very edge of the drop.

	And under its shadow, he saw the army.

	They marched fifty abreast, a shining-helmeted river of men, in steady, clean movements, hazing darkly into the dun colors of the land at their tail end, their head already out of sight. He had seen them in camp, but he had not seen them on the move like this—a single magnificent thing with a breath all its own, their own breath and humanity lost under the crushing noise and ferocity and grace. A column of horsemen flanked the infantry on either side, troops of enlisted men, standard bearers, and officers set apart by their dress and harness. In the wind of their passing, the white-on-red banners eddied and writhed.

	Grant watched it all for a moment, unwilling eyes riveted by the sight, and suddenly, out of the urgency, he knew fear.

	Fear for himself; for the men from Dirion; for the grieving man who had called him son not three days ago, and for the country he loved.

	Then the driving urgency returned, swallowing up the sliver of fear, and he tore his eyes from the gleaming river, and turned and ran to Lady. On her back he leapt, and rode without restraint, for now there was no time…

	~

	The soldiers had begun to whisper. Why did they not move on? What was afoot?

	Several of them had heard the low rumbling like thunder coming from the west, and guessed or suspected the truth. Many of the horses heard it and snorted, tossing their manes and stamping restlessly.

	Ahearn, too, heard it, and had little doubt as to what it was. Anxiously he scanned the horizon for Grant. Why did he not return? What kept him? Had he been seen—slain?

	They could not wait for long.

	But at last he saw the returning rider, hurtling over the ground at a frantic pace; and then he knew that the tidings were not good.

	Grant reined in before him, gasping out, “We must ride with all speed—they are many, my lord—so many. But they cannot overtake us, with their footsoldiers—only we must ride, now…”

	Without delay Ahearn spurred his mount forward. The horn rang out, and the cavalry sprang forth as one. On they sped, over the darkening plain.



	




	

	

	

	

	CHAPTER 3

	“’Tis spring,” murmured the small young woman whose long braid was reddish-blonde, and whose gaze swept slowly over the glorious vista of Mount Thiranu’s greening slopes below.

	“Aye,” agreed the tall, dark-haired man beside her.

	Laufeia Kenhelm brushed a wisp of hair back from her face, and glanced up at her brother. His face was quiet, the look in his eyes closed.

	“Mordred,” she said, struggling not to let the desperation show in her voice, “your mind is not on spring.”

	He looked down at her in turn with a wry smile. “Is it not?” he said easily. “What a pity for vivacious sisters.”

	If she closed her eyes, she could almost think it was the same Mordred. Perhaps it was the same Mordred…

	She looked at him again, and the sober, closed look was back.

	When would she have her laughing brother again?

	~

	“So the work on the castle is finished; but the Earles and Staffords are both willing to hire men during the time between now and the harvest.”

	Fred nodded. “That is well. After the horse sale, then, you and I shall take turns in clearing and planting our own land, and working for either Mr. Earle, as you say, or Edrach Stafford.”

	Darrin returned his brother’s smile, but after a moment it faded and he faced him fully, laying one hand on Fred’s shoulder. “Fred… it is not too soon to say again that I am glad that you are with us. When one remembers the long weeks of worry—even after weeks back to right—it is good to have you here.”

	“Aye, Darrin.”

	No more words were needed between them to express their thoughts to one another, and silently they walked up the path to the house.

	Inside, Sandy was poking up the fire, whistling between her teeth. Her long, fair braid was dangling over her shoulder, and her cheeks were flushed with the heat. Isabelle was at the window, her mouth puckered in a whistle as she endeavored to coax a cautious chickadee to the dusting of crumbs in her outstretched hand. Cecelia was mending a shirt, her eyes grave and the graceful fingers moving in and out with a pensive slowness. Gwenda was on her knees with a small dog.

	“Look, Fred!” she exclaimed as they came in. “Filian came by just a short while ago. The blacksmith’s dog has had her pups, he said, six of them, and he brought this one for us. Is she not beautiful?”

	“She is that,” Fred agreed and bent to ruffle the small pricked ears.

	“See how large her feet are! But Filian says they will even out when she grows bigger. Hold her, Fred. She is softer than down feathers!”

	Darrin laughed quietly. “You will find her teeth are not so soft if you hold your finger by her mouth much longer, Gwenda.”

	Gwenda laughed back and withdrew her hand. “What shall we call her, Fred?”

	Fred stroked her hair with a smile. “Let us ask Darrin. He has named more things than I.”

	Darrin shook his head. “Now he must be teasing you, Gwenda. I have named a horse or two myself, but never a dog. But we had a dog with us in Dirion for about a year. Her name was Shep, because she was a shepherd dog breed and had done her share of flock management. This little girl is of the same strain, it looks, and while Shep is neither long nor fancy, it will do for everyday life. We’ll call her Shep.”

	“Isn’t Shep no more than ‘sheep’ gone wrong?” asked Gwenda quite solemnly, with dancing eyes. “Shouldn’t we call her Sheep?”

	Darrin shrugged in feigned frustration. “Oh, call her what you like.”

	Isabelle turned around. “Call the dog Sheep? I never heard of anything so outlandish!”

	Fred’s lips twitched in his invisible smile and he motioned to his little sister. “Ask Gwenda.”

	~

	They were having their private jokes at her again. Isabelle shrugged good-humoredly and turned back to the window.

	Sandy joined her shortly, having gotten the dumplings bubbling at their proper rate again. “Is it a new one?”

	“Yes, a new one,” answered Isabelle, and screwed up her face in dismay as the small bird fluttered away to a higher branch of the ash tree. “Oh, I may as well give up. It won’t come. Oh!”

	For the chickadee, with a sudden, swooping movement, had dived back to Isabelle’s hand and perched for the barest of seconds, as with a swift peck it salvaged a pittance of the crumbs. Then it was gone.

	Isabelle dusted her hand off and leaned her elbows on the sill, and the two of them watched the bird’s flight till it darted under the fringes of the wood and out of sight.

	“Do you suppose,” said Isabelle in a conspiratorial undertone, “that Cecelia is… pining?”

	“What?”

	“I think she’s pining.”

	Sandy folded her arms and stared down her nose at Isabelle, which came off rather well, as she was nearly three inches taller. “For what on earth? For Dirion?”

	“For a man, you goose. And keep your voice down.” Isabelle peered back at Cecelia’s dutifully sewing figure.

	She might as well have said a flock of thindran were flying overhead. Sandy blinked once, opened her mouth, and shut it. “Cecelia’s fifteen.”

	“Fiddle! She’s more a woman than most girls of twenty, and don’t think I haven’t seen the signs. I’m going to talk to Fred about it, one of these days.”

	“If you know,” said Sandy, “Fred’s probably known for twice as long.”

	Isabelle’s own mouth fell indignantly agape, but she had no decent retort for that.

	~

	Cecelia was in love; but she was not minding much at all about it. It was not so different from the days when she had watched and secretly admired Jared before he went to Delgrass, admiring him for his steadiness, his rare, succinct contributions to a conversation, and his quiet reliability. Now he was older, deeper, his boyhood vanished under the confidence of a man grown, and she was conscious of her admiration in a deeper way herself; it had become something warm and full and longing; but that was all. And she was prepared to wait quite a long time, if need be, for when Jared had been broached on the matter, first by her and then by Fred, he had asked to wait. Cecelia was his almost-girl, and someday it might come to more, and for now that was enough.

	At the moment, she was thinking more of her youngest sister and a set of knitting needles.

	“Gwenda,” she said as she stood up, turning the mended shirt right side out and folding it on the table for Fred. “Have you finished that scarf you wished to make for Marjorie?”

	Gwenda leapt up from the puppy’s side, face bright. “I have, Cecelia.”

	“Then you should take it to her. Come, fetch it, and I will walk with you to town.”

	The sunshine was cool, fierce, and whole against them, and the earth unwinding with new things. Gwenda carried the new scarf very carefully, a fat, folded bundle in her small hands. She broke into chattering now and again, about the dog, or the old, woody vine winding its cords across the tree-trunk, or about how glad she would be to see Marjorie. Cecelia nodded and responded gravely, and contented silence fell again. No observation was too small to spare an answer for; for though Gwenda spoke her observations more often than did Cecelia, they were wise and thoughtful and Cecelia was determined that her younger sister should be treated with the respect she herself had wished for as a child, and not tut-tutted or gushed over every time she opened her mouth.

	They passed out of the empty, half-wild countryside and into the town. Lucas Boccin’s figure, working busily around the half-raised supports of a new partition on his northwest wall, raised a hand in greeting to them, and Marianne Denholm called a hello from the other side of the street.

	Farther down the road, Marcus Segelas bounded up under the shadow of the eaves by the blacksmith’s shop. He dropped a knock on the small, crudely paneled door and stepped inside. Evidently they were not Marjorie’s only visitors today.

	~

	Marcus was not in love.

	It was that, he was reasonably convinced, that made it so awkward to stand in the same room as a couple who were definitely in love.

	Marjorie Delaney leaned up, planting a kiss on her husband’s cheek as he shouldered his bag of blacksmith’s tools. “Goodbye, Charles.”

	“I shall see you at noon, my dear.” Charles plucked a wisp free of Marjorie’s dark bun and let it dangle by her cheek as he went to the door.

	“Now,” said Marjorie, turning to Marcus and tucking back the stray lock, “what is it you needed, Marcus?”

	Marcus glanced around the white, clean walls, and the four-legged table with a posy of very early grass and snowdrops resting in a flask at its center. He ought to ask where she had found the snowdrops; Peony would like to know. “The ladies of the house wish to inquire if there are special wedding traditions in the Thorne family that ought to be observed by one marrying into them.”

	Fiona and Fred, now—they were an entertaining pair to watch, what with Fiona’s blushes and Fred’s occasional forehead kisses and their grave self-consciousness towards their mutual affection. Marjorie and Charles were disconcertingly… matter-of-fact about it all.

	“Oh!” Marjorie laughed at his inquiry after traditions, seeming startled. “I think not. At least none I know of! Is that really all you came for, Marcus?”

	“Rather, ma’am.” He swept her a low bow. “I think that Peony wanted me out of her kitchen for a while.”

	She laughed again, sympathetically, and packed him off with half a bread-roll. A sweet sort of person to have for a sister, he reflected as he made his escape, though the thought that she would soon be his sister was more disconcerting still.

	He was turning into the yard when he realized he had forgotten to ask about the snowdrops. “Well!” he murmured, with a philosophical shrug.

	The windows were wide open, and he could hear Peony humming from the house. A flash of bright hair moved farther back in the trees, telling him Fiona’s whereabouts. Someone was with her, a shorter, half-glimpsed figure. Laufeia must have come to visit.

	Marcus sauntered into the house, whistling.

	~

	“Are things well with you?”

	Behind the two girls was the Segelas cottage; before them the ground dropped steeply away and leveled out into ground where a field might be visioned.

	Laufeia twitched a strand of hair away from her face and let the wind blow it back. “Are they well? I suppose so. I feel settled in my own home again; we are surrounded by a happy village. How is your own family?”

	“We are well.” Fiona shook her head gravely, dismissing it. “Laufeia, the village may be happy, but you do not sound happy. And I think you have not been happy for some time.”

	“Have I?” Laufeia hesitated, surprised. “Oh—maybe I have not. If so, it is because Mordred is not happy either.”

	“Mordred,” Fiona repeated, her dark eyes sober, half-guessing Laufeia’s meaning.

	“Not in the way he was before the—the Delgrass business. Maybe no-one else has seen it, but he is my brother, and oh, Fiona, I can see it all too well.” She broke off, and started again.

	“It has hurt him very deeply, Fiona. Maybe deeper than he realizes. He never talks about it; I fear to mention it—and he acts almost as he used to. More gentle even, especially to Fenris. But there is something missing, some part of him is dead, as it were. He never laughs, Fiona. Never.”

	Fiona put a hand on her. “Time may mend it, Laufeia. Do not worry too much about it now.”

	Laufeia managed a wan smile. “Fred has no such trouble, I hope?”

	Fiona shook her head again. “I see nothing in him save contentment. And the Thorne family has spoken of no concerns to me.”

	Laufeia put a hand to her cheek, feeling the heat of her own worry. The wind rushed past her, fresh and heavy, swaying her braid and skirts.

	Fiona’s hand stirred on hers. “Laufeia, I do not know if there is any easy way to help, but this I can do. I shall ask Fred to speak with Mordred sometime soon. Perhaps after the horse sale, and all this flurry around it, is over. Fred, too, suffered, but he seems to have found peace. Maybe he can show Mordred a path to healing.”

	Laufeia was silent, her mind flying back to the long voyage up the Dirion River. Mordred and Fred had had ample chance to speak then, if they had wanted, but they had scarcely seemed to notice one another’s presence. Would Mordred really consent to share his troubles with the other man?

	But it could hardly do harm, and Fred, too, had suffered; and if she feared to speak to Mordred, perhaps someone must. “Aye. After the horse sale.”



	




	

	

	

	

	CHAPTER 4

	The black stone of Mitheren gleamed dully under a sky filled with gloom, and the wind blew back the dark hair of the man who stood on the high parapet of her tower.

	The General leaned against the breastwork, his hand on the hard stone, faint rumbles murmuring from the dragon run directly below him. His face was sad and anxious, and his gaze roved ever westward as though seeking to pierce the mountains and see the Great Waste and an army spread over its brown plains. And he fancied that he might see a second army as well, headed by a young king quiet of face and grey of eye… but that one lay still in hope and not reality.

	Another figure came up out of the dimness of the dragon run behind him and paced softly till he stood a few feet behind the General. “My General,” he said soberly after a moment.

	The General turned to face Captain Rhodes. “There is no word from Dirion yet?”

	“None,” answered Captain Rhodes; and after a moment he stepped up beside the General and narrowed his eyes into the wind, looking toward the Elerien Mountains. And they stood there silent, waiting.

	But not from the west was the news when it came.

	~

	“My General!”

	Captain Rhodes came running up the double row of steps as the General turned to meet him. Captain Murray strode behind him, his eyes grim and lips set.

	“My General,” gasped Captain Rhodes, halting to catch his breath. “There are tidings of the messenger sent to the Arahadian embassy—”

	“The dragon was shot down before it reached the southern border,” Captain Murray said, voice hard. “They found its body and the rider’s slain two leagues south of Dracan, between the lake’s border and the mountains, but the message was not on his body.”

	“They must have guessed its aim, or were told; but the damage is done.” Captain Rhodes lowered his eyes and winced as though in pain. “Someone is watching in the south. Do we send another dragon?”

	“Send messengers on foot.” The General placed a hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “Even if those are caught, word may reach them nonetheless.”

	“And when?” Captain Murray’s voice cut harder than before. “Word passes slow outside our own borders. They are already ten days gone, and moving ever further beyond the current of rumors. We dare not presume on their return.”

	The General hesitated a moment, and dropped his head in a slight, final nod. “May Ahearn come,” he murmured. “Else, we truly are alone.”

	~

	Inspector Dickson knelt and kissed the flabby hand outstretched to him. “My lord king,” he murmured, withdrawing a respectful distance. He had never met his monarch, who was little more than a figurehead in the severely equalized system of Delgrass’ government. Theoretically, the man held power to gainsay any law or decision passed by his cabinet, but his participation was not encouraged beyond ceremonial signings and seals, and for the most part he lived in luxury and ignored them.

	“Wilhelm Dickson, Inspector of the Peace,” the king intoned. “You are late in answering my summons.”

	“I assure you, my lord king, I came as quickly as I could.”

	“Stop!” The king flung up his hand, jewels winking in the light. “I will not have my subjects contradict me. I understand you supervise one of the two riverside precincts?”

	“Yes; the norther—”

	“Stop! I don’t want to know which one; I don’t care which one, do you understand?”

	“Yes, my lord king,” replied Inspector Dickson between his teeth. He wondered for the thousandth time why he had been summoned, and when he would be told the reason.

	“Now,” resumed the king, “in this precinct of yours, I have heard, there was an incident involving a… werevulture. Interesting, really. I thought they were extinct.” He paused, perhaps for appreciation of his wit, but his intractable subject could not force a laugh. “Hem! And we were rid of this werevulture by the timely intervention of Orden’s General himself.”

	“He slew the creature, sire, if that is what you mean.”

	“Excellent!” The king’s hands splatted together in a burst of applause. “Excellent!” he crowed again. “And you, as my loyal vassal, will deliver to him this letter of appreciation which I have personally dictated. Think of it! Renewed connection to Orden! Invitations, gifts, prestige!”

	Of all the things Inspector Dickson did not want to be, the bearer of a missive saturated with all manner of flattery and servility was presently heading the list. “Your Majesty,” he protested. “Surely there must be many more qualified than I
to—”

	“Silence! Do you question the mandate of your king? Do you scorn his generosity?”

	Inspector Dickson, who could not truthfully answer no to either of these questions, kept silent.

	“Now you will go, will you not?” The smile beamed down on him, benevolent, pale, and repulsive as a wood grub. Inspector Dickson looked to the two cabinet members in attendance, as if he might find a last appeal there, but their stares were stoic and unyielding. They wanted this as much as the king. Oh, they had probably told him to write the letter.

	“I will go, Your Majesty.”

	~

	East of Orden City about twenty leagues, where the Kathira Mountains began, was Mivena, a crowning ornament to the beauty of the peaks above. Tower of Light, the Thiredanians had named her, for in the sun she stood a white and slender pinnacle underlaid with gold and touched with star-fire, and even in the night, she gleamed as snow does after dark. But perhaps another meaning was veiled in the name; of old she was made a watchtower for the men of Orden, and he who stood in her topmost chamber could see far.

	In these days, a city had sprung up about the tower, and over it presided a governor. This evening, on the sixteenth of April, that same governor stood in a darkened chamber high in Mivena, gazing out into the star-spattered night. His face was thin, the forehead high and pale, the nose hooked and a little large; black hair streaked with grey was combed straight back and fell to his shoulders, which made it appear that he was balding—as indeed he was. Still as a statue he stood; his right fist was clenched, and he was looking west with a peculiar hate in his hooded black eyes.

	Almost noiselessly the door opened. The governor heard it, but he did not stir. “Word from him at last?” he asked tonelessly.

	“Aye, my lord Mirden.”

	“Send the messenger in.”

	“Aye, my lord Mirden.” The servant stepped aside, and a large crow fluttered into the room, like an oversized, ungainly moth that had found its way inside.

	“My lord sends his compliments to Lord Mirden,” she shrilled in accents of the most high-pitched order, all sound and no breath, and which left the ears ringing.

	Mirden wheeled. “How many times have I told him not to send me the females!” he exclaimed thunderously. “They are obnoxious and thoroughly detestable, and they weary my ears with their endless prattling!”

	“Apologies, O my most excellent—”

	“Oh, have done, old crone, and give the message!”

	She extended one claw, around which was looped the ties of a parchment roll, and Mirden seized this impatiently and scanned its lines. His nostrils flared with suppressed excitement—his eyes brightened; he crumpled the parchment in his fist and dropped it carelessly to the ground. “So soon!” he murmured. “So be it then; we will march upon Adun Cerien. He must be close—four days from the border, maybe?”

	“Two by now, Lord Mirden, most illustrious—”

	“Can you not keep silent! Leave at once!”

	Alone again, Mirden stared out at the stars. A smile like a snarl curled his lip. “Truly, our triumph is near…”

	~

	Inspector Dickson stood in the antechamber, tapping his fingers against the hated roll of parchment. King Conrad might be busy, the servant had said. How long would the interview be put off?

	It was vexing enough, having to wait after he had steeled himself to get the thing over with, but mingling with the impatience was a deeper discomfort, one that had begun the moment he stepped into Mitheren’s gate. He did not like the somber, quiet halls, the stiffness of the guards at the gate, the uneasy sadness in the manservant’s eyes and manner. Even now the gloom seemed to drip off the very walls over his head.

	Inspector Dickson was tired of politics, of palaces, and of waiting in general.

	He looked up with relief as the door reopened into his gnawing thoughts. “The General, sir,” said the servant, bowing, and stepped aside.

	Anyone but the General. Visions of laying down his missive, and dashing out the door before the man he so highly respected could recognize him and associate him with its contents, danced through Inspector Dickson’s head. He held out the roll wordlessly.

	The General approached with his light, steady step. “Inspector Wilhelm Dickson!” he exclaimed, seeming taken aback. “What is this?”

	“I—” stammered Inspector Dickson, bemused at such a reception. “I bring a dispatch from my king, sir; that is all.”

	“You should not have come,” murmured the General, taking the message. “The king is in council at the moment, I fear; I will see to this.” His dark eyes softened with a deep sorrow. “Ah, you should not have come.”

	“Why?” demanded Inspector Dickson, struck with fear. “Why?”

	The General strode across to the window covered with a heavy curtain, reached up, and tore the draperies aside. “Why do they cover the windows?” he muttered. “This is no house of mourning yet.”

	He turned again to Inspector Dickson. “An army of Runnicor marches upon Orden, and even now closes about her borders.”

	“An army!” echoed Inspector Dickson in astonishment. “How is it possible? We have heard no rumors at all.”

	The General shook his head. “There was little reason for anyone to suspect. It has been many years since any outward strife existed between us, and they have gone far to ensure secrecy—for they are a small country, though their military is strong and valiant. We ourselves almost did not hear of it at all.”

	“So I cannot go back,” said Inspector Dickson, grasping at last the main point of the General’s words. “But, sir, I arrived yesterday in safety enough.”

	“That was yesterday,” answered the General sternly. “Even now, it would be a risk; by the time we have a fitting response for your dispatch, I fear it will be too late. You ought to know how jealously the safety of an ambassador is guarded, for your king can hold us responsible for any harm that befalls you between your going and returning. Only when we can find a sure and safe way to transport you from our borders would I or any of the council let you depart.”

	Inspector Dickson nodded. Half his mind was still in protest that such a bother should be made over him—the other giving in, realizing with a touch of wryness and selfish relief that this was, in a way, an unsought reprieve from the task he so despised. “In the city,” he muttered, another thought shooting out to perplex him. “Even in the city, no-one spoke of it to me. No-one mentioned war.”

	“It has not been disseminated to the people as yet, and we have not known long ourselves either; the secret has been kept in Mitheren but four days. But they must know, aye, and soon. I ride out tomorrow to Orden City and the surrounding lands to tell them.”

	His face was unlined, his hair dark and thick; yet as he spoke he seemed old with grief.

	Such a man, thought Inspector Dickson in wonder. He had felt, from the moment he first saw the General, the man’s magnetism, the stern pull of awe. Yet only now, as he saw him bowing under failure, did he feel that he truly saw the man. In that transparent grief, in those unshed, weighty tears, was greatness.

	The General roused himself. “We must arrange your quarters,” he said. “I shall call a man to see to your room.”

	~

	It was a very red sunset that fell over Orden that night, shadows velvet thick perforated by glowing, incandescent rods of crimson. The guards at the West Gate stood at their posts and watched in silence. It was shut, the gate, and no men waited at its base as was customary, but only patrolled along the top, grimly watchful.

	Captain Rhodes, hurrying with a lighted torch in hand down one of the towers’ circling stairs, was accosted by one of his men. “My Captain—”

	“What, Dares?” He marked the man’s pale, agitated face and urgent manner.

	Dares beckoned him swiftly and led the way out onto the open wall with the twilight breeze brushing their faces. He gestured to the open plain. “Listen, my Captain—listen—”

	A faint growling, like thunder but incessant, swept up from the brownness of the Great Waste.

	Captain Rhodes in one swift stride came up to the parapet and leaned out over it, his eyes straining into the gloom as the sound grew nearer. A dark mass slowly solidified on the dimming horizon and gained in bulk; and the Captain turned to hold the tense, fearful eyes turned on him, knowing that there was no more confidence or courage in his than theirs.

	They waited for his command.

	“Weapons to hand,” he said tersely and wheeled to stare again through the gathering night.

	A horn rang out, and the vast clamor came to a slithering halt, the fore horsemen drawing rein close before the gate. Again it sounded, a question.

	Captain Rhodes caught his breath. 

	“Do we reply, my captain?”

	Above them, in the pinnacle, two sharp trumpet notes challenged the horn call. Captain Rhodes bent down, thrusting the torch vainly at the shadows below. “Who seeks entrance at the West Gate?”

	Lights sprang out below them in response, and in their flickers a white face-blur upturned. “King Ahearn of Dirion and Grant Eagle emissary from Orden, with one thousand horse behind us to the aid of she our sister country.” And the fire gleamed on the slender, dark-haired man who spoke and the gold upon his brow.

	Captain Rhodes whirled about, snapping his fingers for two men to follow, and sped down to open the gate. “My lord,” he said gladly, bending head and knee to Ahearn in his gratitude. “It is good to see you here.”

	Ahearn swiftly dismounted and raised him up. “As it is good to be here,” he said, embracing Captain Rhodes. And there were tears in the eyes of Captain Rhodes, though few saw it, and none who did counted it a shameful thing.



	




	

	

	

	

	CHAPTER 5

	Spring’s scent hung cold and clean in the dawn air as the Thornes left their house and headed north. Mist melted slowly among the pines at the fiery touch of the sun.

	There was already a gathering of people in the square by the time they reached the town. Strangers were herding their animals into rude corrals, leading them past prospective buyers, while pedlars of all sorts moved through the sparse crowd with their wares on tantalizing display.

	“So this is a horse sale,” said Sandy, her eyes bright with interest. “How fun.” She sped off towards the pottery table.

	Fred exchanged a look with Darrin. “What to do now?”

	Darrin raised his eyebrows. “Look around, I suppose. If we can find a horse at a fair price, that will be of great help in ploughing. A cow however would likely be cheaper, and just as much worth to us. What we find, we find.”

	Fred laughed slightly in assent and moved aside, searching the pens of horses.

	~

	“What do you think, Mr. Earle?” Mordred lifted his voice to the older man nearby and ran a hand down the neck of the horse, stroking its muzzle and lifting the lips away from its teeth. It was a strong, young stallion: fourteen hands and greyish in color, with well-muscled neck and hindquarters and a compact build bordering on stocky, but a delicately formed head and large, sensitive nostrils.

	“A sturdy animal,” was Mr. Earle’s comment as he approached. “About four years old?”

	Mordred nodded.

	Mr. Earle gave the lead rope a light tug and the animal shook its head doubtfully, planting its forefeet before giving in and stepping forward.

	“He will need a firm hand,” Mr. Earle said, stooping to lift its hooves one by one. “He’s sound though,” he continued, straightening, “and healthy; he’ll serve whatever purpose you need. Aye, he would be worth your money in the end. You’ve a good hand with horses, lad,” he added, his steady eyes scrutinizing the easy, rhythmic way that Mordred was stroking the horse’s neck and withers to quiet its restive movements. “Accustomed to them?”

	Mordred met his gaze and shrugged. “Not much, sir; but thank you.”

	Mr. Earle went his way, and Mordred turned to the horse’s owner to ask about the price.

	Laufeia watched her brother as he spoke, the relaxed set of his shoulders and his animated face. He seemed to have forgotten himself for the moment, forgotten his pain, and she felt her heart lift a little. In time, yes—Fiona was right. In time he would mend.

	“You see he’s a fine animal,” said the scruffy, spindly man whom Mordred was questioning. “Naught to sniff at, and that we’ll take into account for the price.”

	“He will do well for what I want,” agreed Mordred, “or I would not have chosen him, but he’s not a palace horse. And as for sniffing, I’ll sneeze in a moment with the dust rising off his coat. I think it’s grey, but at the moment it looks nearer brown.”

	The man guffawed cheerfully in acknowledgment of the remark. “Well, looks ain’t everything, you may recall. I price him at twenty thira.”

	“Twenty thira?” repeated Mordred. “A fancier way of saying, ‘more than a recenna’? I haven’t a king’s purse. I’ll give you three.”

	Losing interest, Laufeia drifted away toward a rickety wooden stand arrayed with cloth dyes to let him finish alone. At least, she thought, Mordred was enjoying himself.

	“Are they not lovely?” said Fiona’s voice across the table, and she lifted up one of the glass flasks so that its deep red contents caught the light of the sun. A wistful appreciation glimmered in her eyes. “I could hardly bear to use it, it is so beautiful in the light like this—like a jewel.”

	“I like this one.” Laufeia touched a pale, new green like unfolding birch leaves. “It makes me think of a dress I had when I was a very little girl, before the orphanage. The tavern-keeper’s daughter had worn it, but she died and her mother gave it to mine. I remember feeling that she loved me when she put it on…” She hesitated, and let the sentence fall. “So you prefer the red?”

	“I have always loved the deep colors,” said Fiona, her hand lighting over a vivid cobalt, a glowing amber, and a warm violet in quick succession. “But red is the one that draws me most, and Peony always said that crimson becomes me best of anything.” She laughed lightly. “I have not worn a crimson kirtle for three years now. Maybe sometime… sometime soon.”

	They stood in silence, looking over the manifold hues. Shortly they were joined by the owner of the merchandise, who took quick note of their interest and plied his wares on them with skill. But Laufeia, much as she would have liked to, felt that she could not in good conscience purchase something so needless for herself without Mordred’s approval. Fiona must have thought something similar; neither of them yielded to the man’s persuasions, but walked away at last and wandered down by the lakeshore.

	~

	The sun of high noon was beating down, turning the lake’s surface into a blazing glory. They took the food that Isabelle had prepared and sat down to eat beside the flicking waves. Darrin’s purchase, a shaggy roan cow with beautiful, limpid dark eyes, stood picketed beside them and nosed out the new blades among last year’s dead grass.

	Fred sat with his hands clasped over his knee, feeling the brisk wind coming in over the water. His gaze traveled from the white huffs of cloud to the cool sapphire lake, the mist of leafing trees around it and the grazing cow nearby.

	Never had he felt such contentment. Never had the world seemed so full of promise, so glad and fair. And when he heard the step behind him and turned to see his lady with the sun on her hair and light in her eyes, it was fairer still.

	He stood and took her hands gently. The steady radiance in her face set a quick yearning in his heart. “My love,” he whispered.

	They were silent a moment, while the sunlight shone down.

	“I asked you if you would marry me when the trees of spring budded, my lady Fiona. Will you be my wife tomorrow?”

	Her hands were warm in his. She met his gaze steadily. “I will be your wife.”

	“That is well,” he said, and drew her into his arms. “This is not the time for waiting any longer.”

	She rested her head lightly on his chest, and moved with the passion that did not come quickly to him he kissed her hair, then her brow, and held her close.

	~

	“How much there is to do at the horse sale!” sighed Linda Boccin, lying flat on the prickling grass and staring up at the hazy color of the late afternoon sky. “Why, we have ogled cloth and dyes and pottery and trinkets, and eaten lunch, and splashed one another in the lake—”

	“I did not ask for that,” Lia Earle cut in, shivering dramatically. “Linda, that water was freezing!”

	“—found a toad in the reeds—”

	“So disgusting!” Lia cried.

	“—bought chickens, chased them over the whole village green, caught them again, watched our fathers haggle to no end over livestock and livestock and more livestock…”

	She paused and looked at the third figure of their group, who was lying with her cheek propped on one hand and her green eyes staring dreamily into space. “Marianne!”

	No answer was forthcoming. Linda pulled up a handful of grass and threw it at Marianne’s prone figure.

	Marianne Denholm tossed the sprigs back at Linda. “What are you after?”

	“Naught,” Linda giggled. “Just wanting your attention. That is harder to get these days than a splinter out of a horse’s hock.”

	“Oh…” Marianne looked off dreamily again, and transferred her attention to Linda. “I suppose I was thinking of something else. You see… Linda… I shall be having a baby.”

	“Oh!” Linda gasped, suitably astonished and ecstatic. “Marianne, that’s wonderful! When?” Her gaze traveled hopefully to Marianne’s unremarkable waist.

	Marianne giggled in her turn. “Some time yet, Linda! October or November, I think. I told Kenneth this morning.”

	“What is going on here?” asked a curious but hesitant voice, interrupting their laughter and babble. They looked up, surprised, to see Laufeia Kenhelm with her long braid swinging over one shoulder and her clear-cut features highlighted in the afternoon sun.

	“Marianne’s going to have a baby,” answered Lia brightly, and at Laufeia’s appreciative “Oh!”—they were suddenly all part of a tight-knit circle that enfolded and laughed, and was much bigger than the quick, happy embrace they shared together.

	~

	Setting rays of sun were shooting out over the reddened lake waters, and a warmly bluish twilight gathered in the east as the last few tradesmen packed away their goods and herded their animals down the beaten road, leaving the villagers to linger behind and savor the last moments of a full day.

	“So this was a horse sale,” said Laufeia, combing her fingers through the tangled dark mane of the fiery little stallion that Mordred had named Smoke; and those tired words summed up all the mad whirl of events in one.

	“It was a good day,” said Mordred surprisingly, his face lit by the dying red sun and his eyes looking clear and unafraid. He rested one arm on Smoke’s neck and lightly caressed his muzzle, and his other hand found Laufeia’s and closed over it.

	There was a dark thing winging past the sun, a heavy beating overhead like giant bats. Mordred let Laufeia’s hand slip away and leaned forward, his eyes narrowing in confusion as the thing alighted and the dispersing people came curiously back.

	The dragon shook its head, seeming to set itself proudly above the lesser beasts around it, and the General dismounted from its back. His shoulders were bent, as one carrying a great weight. As one after another recognized him, exclamations of surprise murmured among them. But he lifted his hand, commanding their silence, and stood looking upon them with love, love great and tender, as though he would encompass the whole of Orden in that gaze.

	“My people,” he said and was silent a moment. He drew a breath; his gaze moved over them again, slowly, marking out individual faces in the small, waiting crowd. “We are under attack.”

	~

	Mordred felt the coldness of the words settle over him, while the heat of alarm pounded in his bones. He saw in searing flashes death, and blood, and burning, swords and spears, while the lake-water lapped quietly on the shore and he was acutely aware of all the still evening about him.

	In the next instant another thought veered his mind aside, and he thought that surely he had been too swift. He repeated the General’s words to himself, tore them apart one by one.

	We are under attack—under attack—

	Who were we? Where was the attack, and from whom? He must have been too hasty, his assumption unfounded. Might not his instinct be mistaken? Surely the flash of seeing had been a lie?

	What do you mean? he thought silently. Speak plainer. Tell me I have erred.

	All this happened in the space of a few fleeting seconds, which seemed an age of agony. The General’s voice fell like a tolling bell upon the lake’s shore.

	“Encamped before the West Gate this very night lies an army greater than has ever faced Orden’s borders at one time. To you this is a sudden word, to your king and leaders scarcely less so, and yet already they have loosed their first arrows on our watchtowers. This thing is upon us: it is war, a dark and evil war.”

	Dark—dark—the word whispered like a chant of hopelessness. A cold stillness reigned, and then the General’s voice rang out again, sharp and clear like a hammer onto the anvil, though filled with sorrow.

	“Know that we are not yet without strength. They have found our borders guarded and prepared, and yestereve we welcomed our sister-country Dirion’s warriors within our gates. Yet outnumbered we remain, yea, outnumbered in odds that make a hardened soldier quail. My people, I do not wish to ask this of you. No man should wish it. You do not know war; you may have never touched a sword. Spring is upon you, the time of ploughing and planting, and your family is dear to you.

	“But you will know war—whether at one end of a weapon or the other—and if you love these fields you have not yet ploughed, and if you would keep that family, I do ask it of you. As of now, we have signed no enlistment edict. I pray we will not need to. But men of Orden, should you come to take up arms, we will not turn you away. The army is small, and the threat is very great, and tonight, hope is very small.

	“You who come, present yourselves at Mitheren swiftly tomorrow. Now is not the time for slackness.”

	The last echo of his words fell on the dead air. The General turned and mounted his dragon, and the heavy wingbeats sounded in their ears, and faded.

	~

	The awful quiet broke, like a thin pane of protection shattering. The muted buzzing of tense whispers was all around, sounds of feet hustling down the road. Linda Boccin was crying.

	Laufeia could not cry. She was too dazed, too afraid.

	Mordred stood beside her, his frame tall and rigid, his face pale in the dusk and very set. He seemed not to know anything around him, not even himself, and when Laufeia spoke his name he did not answer.

	“Laufeia Kenhelm.” It was Kenneth Denholm, hastening up to them. “Have you seen the Thornes?”

	She shook her head, incapable of forming words yet.

	“They must have left earlier,” he muttered. “The Segelases, too. Someone will have to tell them. Braegon!” he called, moving away.

	Laufeia turned back to Mordred and took his hand that was closed about Smoke’s bridle, prying his fingers slowly loose. He started slightly and shook her away, glancing down from her to Fenris.

	“Mordred?” she said.

	He picked up the bridle again and turned, leading the way down the road toward home.

	~

	“Is it such a ceremony to milk the cow for the first time?” asked Darrin with a wry grin, looking up at the crowd of five surrounding him. Lantern-light made a golden circle in the darkness of the old, musty barn.

	“I have never seen a cow milked,” pronounced Gwenda gravely. “Of course it is a ceremony for me.”

	Fred laughed. “Go on, Darrin. You will acquit yourself well, I do not doubt.”

	“My prowess is not as great as I fear you believe it to be,” returned Darrin with a sigh, feeling for the teats. With a careful rolling motion he sent a squirt of milk flying against the side of the wooden bucket, and the cow with a startled movement jerked away from his hand and sent the bucket tipping over.

	“I see we will all have much to learn about this,” said Darrin ruefully.

	“Madam Cow included,” added Sandy, and grinned as they laughed.

	Darrin bent to retrieve the bucket, but as he straightened he cocked his head with a frown to the door. “Someone coming?”

	Fred listened and nodded. “It sounds like hooves,” he said and stepped out as the horse came cantering up to the cottage door. “Kenneth!” he called, recognizing the rider. “What is it?”

	Kenneth Denholm took a husky breath and met his eyes. “War.”

	~

	War.

	The dreadful tidings swept through Ceristen, while time continued in its relentless path and the night wore on. 

	~

	Peony had not expected the sudden storm of shaken tears that overtook Fiona. Fiona, so quiet-tempered, so composed—but not now. Peony held her like a child, and Fiona wept herself out in her arms, while over her head Peony watched Bardrick and Marcus talk in low voices.
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