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Prologue


Answers at last. And maybe... maybe,
a chance to eliminate the Barrenlands.


Benlan tried to turn his hope into something more objective.
An experienced king ought to know better, at least until he learned just what
this clandestine meeting might yield.


He walked the muddy path from the lodge stables to the
hunting lodge itself, striding through a spring day with the sun coming on strong
through the barely budding branches of the trees. Behind him, the silence of
the King’s Guard shifted to quiet conversation.


“Where’s Ehren, anyway?” Gretna’s low voice wasn’t meant for
Benlan’s ears. “He’s the only one of us not here.”


“Some foolish errand for the Upper Levels.” Herib sounded
grumpy. Well he might, as a master of guards who’d had no say in the matter. “A
favor.”


“It’s odd,” Gretna said, while others murmured agreement
around her. “Just like this trip.”


“He don’t think this is the regular spring lodge inspection,
either,” a third guard added. “The queen always comes along for that one.”


“That’s why Ehren should be here,” Herib said sharply. “There
are a lot of things that make this—”


“Odd,” Greta said again.


Benlan smiled, knowing they couldn’t see it. His Guard was
nothing if not devoted—and they were right, too. After months of subtle clues
and warnings, he was finally taking the first aggressive steps to deal with the
underlying uneasiness at court. True, the information he would get here was old—generations
old—but court conspiracies had their own lives, passing down from one set of
ministers to the next. He might learn nothing of importance here today—and he
might learn everything.


Benlan stopped outside the lodge, breaking a sweat in spite
of the chill spring day—taking a deep breath of the
crisp air, savoring the potential of the moment. Peace—and
a chance to break the silence with Therand. The notion was as
invigorating as the season. The Guards stopped a fair distance back from him,
creating a barrier.


The air stirred, a scraping gust on this otherwise still
day. Benlan stood straighter. Magic? First Level
wizard Varien had assured him the area would be shielded—but it was a strong
shield indeed, if Benlan could sense it.


Ehren should be here. Ehren, who
offered not only the best protection any other man could give, but friendship
and unquestionable personal loyalty as well. When the king’s best interests
conflicted with the politics of a situation, Ehren did what had to be done,
without hesitation. The others were cautious in the presence of the Upper
Levels, and Benlan supposed that was just as well. It wouldn’t do to have a
whole Guard full of Ehrens causing trouble.


But it was very nice indeed to have the one.


One of the Guards harrumphed, as if to remind the king he
was still standing at the lodge, doing nothing. Benlan acknowledged him with distraction,
marshaling his thoughts and his composure. If his informant was right, the
material he offered would create an opportunity to work with Sherran of Therand. Benlan had heard she was strong and protective of her
country—but reasonable as well. Not that he’d know; not with the Barrenlands
between them. She’d taken the role of ruling T’ieran years earlier, but they’d
never met; they’d never so much as sent delegates.


The Barrenlands were an abomination, an ugly, dead region
where nothing grew and no living creature stayed for long. No man could tread
that ground, save for the ruling family in either country and those to whom
they gave limited dispensation—and it wasn’t easy at that.


Magic rippled around Benlan, making the Guards stir uneasily—and
Benlan along with them. Varien had declared the informant’s numerous notes free
from any hint of magical influence—even those faint blushes of association that
trickled through to the paper a wizard used.


Magic rippled... 


A shout came from the stables. Benlan jerked around, drawing
his far from ornamental sword as that alarm turned to an unmistakable death
cry. His Guards immediately moved into closer formation around him—but soldiers
in unfamiliar uniform already glided out of the woods—solidifying into flesh
from air, coalescing into shape already on the run, swords raised—


Benlan’s Guards didn’t have a chance. Neither did he.


Ehren! Benlan blocked a death
blow and missed the second stroke, the one that sank deeply into his arm. He
was alone, the Guards outnumbered by two and three to one, their cries of anger
and agony filling the air. Ehren, I need you! His
sword sank deeply into the side of the man who would have hamstrung him,
notching bone to stick there.


Benlan wrenched the blade loose and staggered around just in
time to look into the fiercely grinning eyes of the woman who sank her blade
into his belly.


The strength drained from his legs and pooled onto the
ground with his blood; he fell to his knees. Beside him, a Guard thumped face
down to the ground, dead before the liquid mud oozed into her mouth.


Someone jammed a knee between his shoulders and wrenched his
head back, exposing his neck to the tickling warmth of spring sunshine. Warmer
yet, then, as blood coursed down his skin, sprayed up against his jaw, pulsing
from a cut so clean he’d barely felt it slide across his throat.


The bracing leg disappeared from his back; the hand on his
head shoved him down to the ground.


Treachery. Peace... the Barrenlands... all
lost.


Benlan lay in the mud while his blood drained away. But as
his body turned into a remote, lifeless thing, he was suddenly aware of more
magic—of someone watching him. Of the cold satisfaction in those eyes, the
cruel dispassion for the slaughtered Guard.


The eyes of someone he knew.

 

~~~~~~~~~~




Chapter One


Spring in Kurtane was as it had always been. The courtyards and gardens were awash in green, the white flagstone pathways
sluiced clean by rain. This day was pleasantly cool with just the faintest of
breezes, barely enough to stir the fronds of the vine-draped arches shaping the
trafficways of the palace yards. The odor of the stables barely penetrated the
sweet scents of carefully tended flower beds; a child laughed in the distance.


The kind of day to be savored.


Ehren sat on a comfortable wooden bench in the midst of it
all and wondered when Kurtane Keep had ceased to feel like home.


Not that it had ever been his home,
as much time as he had spent here. But there had been a time when he fit. Now, the flirting young nobles strolling these
famous walkways gave him glances of polite disregard instead of respect. His
dark grey gaze was hard in return, and they invariably contrived to forget they’d
been looking at him at all.


He knew what they saw. One of King Benlan’s men, out of
place in what was now his successor’s court. A dark blue shirt of fine material
that nonetheless showed wear—the shirt of a working man. Tall boots that were
about ready to be resoled again, with worn straps hanging loose at the calf and
ankle where metal greaves were often buckled on. Ehren’s black hair, tied back
for the moment, hung well past his shoulders; his honor feather hung on a long
braid.


These days the members of the  King’s Guard tied their feathers to wool caps, since not one of them had enough hair to take a braid—and fewer had a feather at all. But his worst offense,
Ehren knew, was something he about which he could do nothing.


Most of Benlan’s sworn had been killed in the fight that
took the king himself—the fight Ehren had missed. Now the faint lines beside
his grey eyes, the hardened quality of his face, the number and age of the
scars he carried... they all spoke of a maturity that King Rodar’s young sycophants
lacked.


Their problem. His was to figure
out why Varien had summoned him. Had summoned him some time ago, in fact.


Most of that time Ehren had spent on this bench, his arms
spread along the delicate curving back of the seat, his leg crossed ankle over
knee, his broad shoulders relaxed against the wood. Watching Rodar’s court,
marking the new faces as he had not had a chance to do while scouring the
coastal villages this past year, hunting for remnants of the faction that had
caused Benlan’s death. Wondering why the court wizard had need of him, when
their paths had scarcely crossed before.


Well, that was perhaps not strictly true. They had seen
enough of each other. They had simply never had any use for one another.


Ehren uncrossed his leg and let the foot fall to the ground
with a thump, rising to stretch as though there weren’t three sets of eyes on
him—at least two of which most certainly thought they were unobserved. He
settled his sword belt a little lower as it slanted across his hips and moved
with unconcerned strides into the first of the open archways that preceded the
palace proper. There were seven of these, placed closer and closer together
until they merged into the building, a beauty of symmetry and precision. The
guards stationed at the final two arches had been critical positions in
Benlan’s court; in Rodar’s time they had already become more decorative than
functional, matched in feature and form. Ehren nodded at them and walked on
without waiting for permission.


He could hear their hesitant step of boot on stone, could
sense their struggle for decision—call him back or let him go? But these men
were from the Kurtane Ready Troops—the Reds—and Ehren was ranking King’s Guard.
Their intense, muttered conversation died away.


Ehren smiled a tight, private smile, and turned down the
airy hall that led to Varien’s suites. He passed no less than three work crews
that were, as far as he could tell, gilding perfectly good stained wooden crown
work.


Changes. Inevitable. He shook
his head; he couldn’t help it. It seemed to him that his steps echoed too
loudly as he came to the open door of Varien’s anteroom.


Varien’s apprentice measured a small quantity of dried
leaves on a tiny scale, engrossed. When she noticed Ehren, she fumbled her
weights. The scale platform jerked; the dried matter spilled over her
blotter-covered desk. She bit her lip, glancing over her shoulder to the closed
door behind which her master waited. “We were expecting you earlier.”


“What made you do that?” He leaned against the door frame
and rested one relaxed wrist over the stirrup hilt of his sword. She was in
mid-adolescence, blond and light-boned, and looked small among the plain but heavy
furnishings of the room.


She nibbled her lip again, casting another furtive glance at
that closed door. “He sent for you some time ago.”


“Yes,” he agreed. “And I’m here. But I’ve never jumped at
his bidding.”


She stared at him, aghast.


“You’re new, aren’t you?” Ehren asked. New, young, and
completely intimidated. “He does go through apprentices quickly. Don’t worry
about it—you just do what you have to when the time comes.”


She dropped her gaze to the spilled plant matter. “I’m here
to learn from a master,” she said resolutely. “This is the opportunity of a
lifetime. You do Master Varien a great disservice to suggest otherwise.”


He smiled. “Do you want to tell him I’m here, or shall I
just walk in?”


“I’m sure he already knows you’ve arrived.” But she went to
the door and knocked quietly anyway.


Ehren couldn’t make out the words of the muffled response.
The girl winced, then smoothed her features and pushed open the door, stepping
back and giving a slight curtsy as Ehren passed.


He paused in the doorway, very close to her. “Don’t take it
all so seriously,” he told the top of her bowed head. When she lifted her eyes,
surprised, he smiled. Her surprise turned to a sudden shy smile of response,
and he left her standing there, looking after him.


He’d never known a wizard as neat and organized as this one,
with shelves and orderly books, and instruments tucked away in cabinets and
drawers. The chamber was meticulously appointed, from the thick carpeting to
the matching seat cushion on the desk chair to the distinct walnut grain of
each piece of furniture.


It was a place Ehren had been but half a dozen times, and
one he meant to avoid in the future.


Varien stood by one of the heavily curtained windows, his
hands clasped behind his back... his knuckles white. Like everyone else in
Rodar’s court, his hair was nearly shorn—a new style for the wizard, but one
that went far toward hiding the grey in his dark blond hair. It was difficult
to remember that the wizard was in his ninth decade; he looked only ten years
older than Ehren’s thirty-three years, but he had seen the reign of Benlan and
his father before him... and now Benlan’s son. Or rather, his second son, as the
first had been feeble in the mind, and not survived childhood.


Ehren stopped before the dark wood of the substantial table
between them. “What can I do for you?”


Varien turned. “You can start by not ignoring my summons,”
he said, biting the words off as precisely as he’d decorated the room.


There were many things to say to that. I’m
not yours to command was the most polite of them, so Ehren said nothing.
After a moment he raised an eyebrow and put the conversation back in Varien’s
hands.


The wizard turned back to the window. He was a small man,
but not one Ehren took lightly despite the understated subtleties of his
magics. “Benlan has been dead a year now.”


“Nearly.”


“And you’ve been given the freedom, since his death, to
track down those responsible for it. I’m given to understand you’ve had no
success.”


“That depends on your definition of success,” Ehren said. A
clear lead to a dozen conspirators, scattered throughout the coastal cities,
questioned and formally executed. And the trail? The trail was so dead that he
knew he’d looked in the wrong direction from the start, been led in the wrong direction.


His return was not an admission of failure. After a year,
someone here was bound to figure they were safe and let down their guard—and
here he was, to pick up the trail anew.


“My definition of success is the same as anybody else’s,”
Varien smiled, but didn’t elaborate. “In any event, your current chances of
discovering Benlan’s killer are remote. And there are other things that need to
be done, things more crucial to the security of Rodar’s rule.”


Ehren pulled out a chair, invited himself to sit, and rested
his forearms on the table. “As you said, I’ve been away. So maybe you’ll excuse
me if I’m blunt.” He paused, leaned forward, and said, “Why am I here? This conversation is not yours to hold.”


Varien’s laugh was short. “Whose, then?”


“The Guard answers to the king, as well you know.”


“Rodar is seventeen years old.” Varien seated himself
opposite Ehren, placing a small silver ring between them. It had been Benlan’s,
a token from Queen Wilna. She hadn’t wanted it back. She hadn’t wanted anything
to do with Ehren, or the court. She was gone, and only rumors told where.


Varien said nothing of the ring, but regarded Ehren with his
head tilted, considering. “You know as well as I that our young king is slow to
mature. He yet plays with his powers, delighting in his effect on the most
shallow aspects of this court. That Solvany remains stable is a testament to
Benlan’s legacy. If it seems to you I have stepped out of place, well... perhaps
it is so. But it is how things are now accomplished in Kurtane.”


Ehren measured the expression on Varien’s face, discovering
its sincerity somehow grating. That a wizard should have even the faintest hint
of decision-making power sat ill with him. Varien’s only official duty
requiring such initiative came with the maintenance spells on the Barrenlands.


The other First Levels—the Minister of Diplomacy, the High
Secretary, and the Military Commander—had plenty of influence over any monarch’s
rule. When banded together, few were the kings and queens who would—or could—go
against them. But the wizards had always been held apart. Most reckoned a
wizard of the Upper Levels had enough power already.


Ehren was among them.


He picked up the ring, a delicate thing set with a beveled
emerald and a band of intertwining ivy. A woman’s ring. It had always looked
like it belonged with Benlan in spite of that, right along with Wilna’s love.


Ehren placed it back on the table, not ready to ask how the
ring came to be here. “So,” he said. “There are other things more crucial to
Solvany than punishing the conspirators who killed her king. Enlighten me.”


“I’m surprised to find it necessary. You, after all, are the
one who has been traveling through the land. Surely you have observed the
unrest, the dissatisfaction with Rodar’s rule—such as it is. Surely you have
heard Dannel’s name come up, again and again.”


Unrest, indeed... Ehren had fended off three ambushes on the
way home. “There are always dissatisfied voices when something changes. It
happens every time one of the  First Level ministers is replaced. It happened
when you replaced Coirra, if you remember.”


“I do,” Varien said. “But I’m surprised that you do. You can’t even have been born.”


“I wasn’t.” Ehren let the words sit there a moment, making
their point. Then he said, “Dannel is gone. Benlan talked of his older brother
often enough; the man wasn’t suited to rule, even before he fell in love with a
Therand T’ieran’s daughter and ran off to who-knows-where. He won’t be coming
back to snatch the throne away from Rodar.”


“And his children?”


Ehren snorted again, showing a little more derision this
time. “That’s what this is all about? You’re worried Dannel’s children might
make some sort of play for the throne?”


Varien’s eyes narrowed. “There will be no better
opportunity.”


“Granted. A good reason for all Rodar’s ministers to be
prepared with their best rhetoric. Supposing these hypothetical children should
appear.”


“We have no intention of waiting for them to appear,” Varien snapped.


Finally, then, here was some of the temperament Ehren knew
to be Varien’s. He gave the wizard an even smile. “Most of the Guard is
unblooded. Half of them haven’t spent three nights in a row under the stars. If
you want to waste time and Guards looking for Dannel, you might as well get
some training done while you’re at it. Which brings me back to my original
question—why am I here?”


Varien didn’t answer right away; he seemed to be tucking his
temper away. Ehren’s eyes narrowed at the satisfaction that found its way to
the  wizard’s soft features. Varien said, “You will be doing the searching,
Ehren.”


While Benlan’s killers still live?
While the conspirators who had seen to the death of half his fellow Guards, his
friends, still gloated over that victory?


Ehren’s jaw set hard; he forced a deliberate calmness—of
sorts—into his voice. “If you’re concerned about the king’s safety, this is
where I need to be. If those First Level fools hadn’t sent me off on a trivial
errand last spring, Benlan might yet be alive.” Ehren’s bitter voice held
accusation. “Do you want to make the same mistake again?”


“I’ve heard you say this before,” Varien said coolly. “Do
you really think your presence would have made the difference, simply because
Benlan considered you friend? And do you really
think the ministers care to deal with you, ever reminding them of the possible
truth behind your words? Do you think the new Guard is eager to have you here,
breathing over their shoulders and reminding them they have no experience?”


“To the lowest Hell with what they want,” Ehren said. “The
important thing is the safety of the king.”


“It will be hard to keep the king safe if his ranks are in
disruption,” Varien said. “Your very existence reminds everyone that you were
Benlan’s man. And there are plenty who will remember how difficult you were,
even then. Who do remember, and don’t want you
here.”


Difficult? Perhaps. He did what was necessary to keep Benlan
safe. Ehren sat back in the stout chair, holding Varien’s gaze. “Difficult will
be as nothing, if you consider sending me on another fool’s mission while
Benlan’s killers run loose and Rodar turns this throne into an adolescent
fantasy.”


“It’s been a year, Ehren!” Varien stood and leaned over the
table. “What do you suppose that looks like? A year,
and you’re still searching? You’re already on a
fool’s mission!” He took a deep breath and straightened, resting his hands
lightly on the back of a chair. “Frankly, you don’t have much choice. There are
plenty of First and Second Level people who see you as a threat—a disruption
that Rodar’s rule is not capable of handling. Don’t underestimate the lethal
dangers in those scheming Levels—forced resignation is the least of what you’re
facing. I hope I make myself clear.”


So that’s how it was. Take this assignment, and lose his
chance to track down the conspiracy—or refuse it, and lose everything.


Ehren stayed where he was, leaning back in the big chair,
eyeing Varien, barely aware that his jaw was set. “Are these your words?”


“They’re my words, yes. But they come from the mouths of
others as well. In fact, it was my idea to give you this last chore. You’ll be
gone some while, and perhaps by the time you return, things will have settled. Consider
this before you refuse us.”


He’d consider it, all right. He’d consider the fact that he’d
never judged Varien a man to do something that benefitted only one person,
unless Varien was that person. If searching for Dannel was Varien’s idea, there
was more to it than one last face-saving assignment for Benlan’s favorite
Guard.


Which, perhaps, was reason enough to do it. How else to
discover what the wizard was up to? Besides, once he was through, he could
return here and pick up where he left off. Someone here in Kurtane was
frightened enough of him to drive him out, and that was the best lead he’d had
in months.


Ehren leaned forward, picked up the ring, and studied its
flawless emerald. “Tell me about the ring.”


~~~~~


“Lain-ieee!”


“Not now, Shette.” Laine frowned at the slight shimmer of
the ground in front of him, barely discernible in the morning light. It wasn’t
Shette’s fault she couldn’t see it—but her timing was characteristically awful.


The caravan stretched out behind Laine, several dozen
uninspiring but sturdy wagons carrying Therand goods bound for Solvany via the
bordering mountains of Loraka. The merchants waited with an impatience that was
almost palpable.


But it was Laine’s job to guide them through the leftover magics
of this tricky, hard-country route, and their hurry was of little concern when
he felt something amiss before them.


The spells of the area were several hundred years old,
things that had been loosed during the same war that had wrought the lifeless,
magic-made Barrenlands between Therand and Solvany. The Barrenlands made travel
between the countries impossible; the spells made travel through the mountains
perilous. But there would always be a market for fine Therand cloth goods and
precision trade work in Solvany, just as Therand took in a steady supply of
hardy northern breeding stock and quality wines from Solvany. Commerce always
found a way.


In Laine’s childhood, that way had been a triangular route
along the Lorakan Trade Road—a slow and costly journey capped with tariffs. And
then Ansgare had stumbled on to Laine and his Sight, and his quick merchant’s mind
had divined a way to take advantage of the younger man’s idiosyncratic skill.


Lingering spells made Laine twitch.


It didn’t matter what they were. They could be traps meant
to slow the enemy by tripling his weight, or by turning his boot soles ice-slick—or
worse, but not usually; generations earlier, no one had wanted to risk his own
troops with such things. Seeing through them took a careful balance of not
looking too hard at any one thing while concentrating on all of it—and Laine
had learned not to hurry.


“Lain-ieeee.” Shette’s voice,
drawing out the last syllable of his name again, knowing how he hated it. This
was her first trip away from their family’s mountainous pasture land, and she
had yet to acquire patience when it came to waiting out his Sight.


Or when it came to waiting for anything, for that matter.


“Not now, Shette.” Laine eyed
the rutted road ahead, heeding the silent, disquieting voice that warned him of
magic tangled in their way. The ground shimmered faintly, subtly. After three
years of guiding the caravan through this route, Laine had come to recognize
the flavors of the old Border War spells drifting through this region—but this
one felt new... harder edged. It made some spot behind his eyes twitch, and put a
cold, hard knot in his stomach. And with his younger sister standing at the
wagon behind him, he wasn’t about to get careless.


Slowly, he closed his left eye, the blue one, and after a
moment switched and closed the right. The old habit seldom worked, but sometimes... 


Behind him, a mule grumbled, punctuating displeasure with an
explosive snort. Shette made an equally explosive sound of dismay. “He did that
on purpose! You know he likes to snort all over me!
Laine, why do I have to—”


“Shut up?” he finished, rounding on her where she stood by
Spike, the near-side mule, in front of their small four-wheeled wagon. She was
the picture of irritated sibling, her loose trousers rolled up to the knee, her
sandy hair tied off at the base of her neck, and her expression displaying
graphic revulsion as she vigorously rubbed her shoulder against the mule’s
lower neck.


The mule did indeed wear a half-lidded expression of
satisfaction. It had probably been as tired of Shette’s whining as Laine. “If
you’re not quiet, we’ll be here for the rest of the day while I sight this out.
Do you want to explain that to Ansgare?”


Sometimes the  five years between them seemed like a century.


Shette made a face and pushed the mule’s head away from her;
he swung it back with a sleepy innocence, perfectly aware of her still hesitant
authority. His partner, Clang, was happy to follow Spike’s lead in the matter.


Even now Spike flopped his jagged namesake of a mane back
and forth to rid himself of a fly, and gained a sneaky foot in the doing of it.
“Shette,” Laine said, and his teeth ground together a little as he strode
forward, caught the mule’s lines under the animal’s chin, and backed him the
exact step he’d stolen, “you’ve got to watch him. If
I can’t trust you to keep him back, I’ll swap you with Dajania—she doesn’t let
him pull anything. You can ride with Sevita.”


“Laine, I don’t want to ride in a whore wagon!” Shette said,
truly horrified.


Her reaction was so satisfying that Laine regained his
normal good humor at once, and merely smiled at her despite the threat of the
spell tickling at his back.


“It’s all your fault, anyway,” she grumbled with
embarrassment, perhaps remembering that the women in question had actually been
quite kind to her on this trip. “There’s nothing up there, and Spike knows it.”


“Laine.” A new voice, startling him from behind the wagon. Ansgare. Of course. Riding his big cat-footed pony. “Seems
we’ve been here quite a while.”


Laine gave Shette a quick warning look and eased along the
wagon to meet Ansgare; there was no room for the little horse to come forward. On
one side, granite jutted far above their heads, and on the other lay such a
jumble of fallen rocks and tall grasses that riding it begged a broken leg.


It hadn’t been easy, finding a decent route through the
Lorakan mountain chain.


Laine put his back to the rear panel of the wagon and gave
Ansgare a shrug as he rolled his long sleeves up around his biceps. Even at
twenty, Laine’s was a casual approach to life, reflected by the frequent humor
in his eyes. “Whole trip is going slow this time, Ansgare—someone’s been
playing with these mountains. Loraka’s turning apprentices loose to practice, I’ll
bet.”


“It doesn’t take this long to unscramble apprentice spells.”
Ansgare rubbed a hand over his short, grey-shot beard, glancing over his
shoulder. Kalf’s squat, solid wagon of fine Therand mercantiles blocked the
view, but Laine knew Ansgare was mentally placing the caravan’s strongarms—Machara
and her two men, Dimas and Kaeral. Likely they were spread evenly among the
wagons, as was their habit. When Ansgare turned back, it was with a shrug—as
though, defenses set, he could afford to take Laine a little less seriously. “Loraka’s
never minded us here before. Take a drink, close your eyes a few minutes. See
if it’s still there.”


“Have I ever been wrong?” Laine asked, more amused than
offended.


“No, son, but Guides grant us, things change. It never was
natural, you being able to see things with no training, and no call to magic.”


“Natural, maybe not. But the Sight’s always been there, and it’s
shown no signs of fading.” Laine grinned at the man, knowing the merchant’s
thoughts well after their years together. “Patience, Ansgare. Your goods won’t spoil.
You’re just restless from winter.”


“That’s a certain fact. And so’s this—your old Spike mule
decided to move ahead without you.”


“What?” Laine spun around to see the wagon creeping away
from him. “Damn,” he said, slapping a hand to his utilitarian short sword. “Shette—!”


Her rising voice added a note of panic to its frustration. “Spike,
whoa, you stupid mule!” A loud grunt of effort, no doubt from a correction
Spike didn’t even notice. “Spike, would you just—!”


Laine scrambled alongside the wagon, stumbling on the stones
there, as Shette’s words stopped in a gasp, then escalated. “Spike, get back,
get back, get—” Spike’s
alarmed snort overrode her, and Laine was just close enough to glimpse his
sister over Clang’s back when she screamed.


The quaver of resolving magic before her was all too clear. The
path suddenly tracked left, through what had looked
like solid stone, and the ruts Spike had been following phased to sparsely
grass-edged rocks. Clang’s foolishly floppy ears went back and he reared,
nearly concealing the coalescing boil of darkness that appeared only a few feet
away from Shette.


Boil of darkness—


Laine slapped the beast’s neck on his way by. “Stand, Clang!
Stand, Spike!” He pulled out his sword, an unblooded blade with a sweeping
basket hilt, and when he threw himself between Shette and the smoldering
darkness, it seemed an insignificant weapon indeed.


“Laine,” Shette gasped, staring at the unknown that towered
over them and tugging at his arm. “Laine, come on.”


He shook her off. From behind, Ansgare bellowed. “We’re
coming, Laine! Hold on!”


Machara, he hoped—and hoped
fervently—as the darkness solidified in front of them, choosing form and
texture. A dark beast, a bristle-hided thing with ichor dripping from its
short-muzzled mouth and reddish piggy eyes that seemed quite happy to see them.
Shette snatched Laine’s arm again, dragging him away. He shoved her back as
hard as he could, never taking his eyes off the oddly assembled beast so very
close.


Its bat-like face bobbed up and down on a short neck; Laine
took the gesture for uncertainty, as Ansgare and the three fighters clattered
over the rocks behind him. But its lips drew back, an absurd parody of a grin,
and—


“Duck, Laine!” Ansgare roared,
so close to him that Laine flinched away, and so was caught only by the edges
of the spittle aimed at his face. Laine yelped, swatting at the fierce burn
along his arm and nearly dropping his sword.


Shette screamed “Laine!” as someone else cried “Watch it!”
and Machara’s light, commanding alto overrode them to shout “Spread out!” The
strongarms came on in a flurry of movement, facing off a hunch-shouldered beast
that appeared more amused than threatened by them. Laine ended up on the periphery,
his venom burns forgotten, bouncing on the balls of his feet and waiting for
opportunity while the others baited the creature—but something was wrong with it all.


Very wrong.


Machara feinted at the thing when as it clearly sized up
Dimas, Kaeral didn’t even duck as it slapped him to the ground, and Ansgare seemed
completely unaware when it turned on him, its face drawn up in the grimace of
its spitting attack.


No time for words; Laine shoved his boss aside, bringing his
sword across in a quick backhand sweep that cut deeply into the beast’s neck. At
that one instant, everyone focused on the creature where it was, and then just
as quickly they were feinting at phantoms again.


They don’t see it! Startled, Laine closed an eye, leaving himself open
to attack—and Saw. While the bulk of the thing’s
body was the same to both Sight and sight, the head whipped around in two
different patterns—the truth, and the lie. And only Laine saw the truth.


But Shette’s rock pinged solidly enough off its hide. “Be
careful!” Laine shouted at her as she flung another rock, totally unaware when
it swung its head to face her. Laine squelched his instinct to go after it.


If he let it think it was unobserved... let it commit itself to
attacking his little sister... . He swallowed hard, pulled himself up short,
and joined the others, battering the empty air while he watched the true beast
out of the corner of his eye. Certain it was safe, the beast gathered venom
with each bob of its head, drew back its lips—


Laine whirled and put his entire body behind the blow, his
sword connecting with bone just behind the creature’s skull. Shette jumped
back, clearly surprised by the sudden flash of Laine’s sword at nothing, at—


Something.


The creature collapsed, its heavy skull thunking to the
ground with Laine’s sword imbedded in its neck and wrenched from his grasp.


Machara stared at the empty space she’d been so successfully
engaging. “Well, I’ll be damned.”


For the moment, that seemed to be the general consensus.
Then Shette ran to Laine and made fussing noises over his arm, which then of
course started to hurt. Spike postured behind them, little half-rears of threat
accompanied by the sharp tattoo of his front hooves against the ground.


“Never seen anything like that,” Kaeral pronounced finally,
still breathing heavily. Laine glared at the creature, hands on hips, panting. Something
Kaeral, in all his years of experience, had never seen. Wonderful.


“The thing had us completely fooled.” Dimas shook his head
in disbelief.


“No,” Ansgare said, crossing in front of Laine to jerk the
short sword out of the thing’s neck. He handed it to Laine, moving up close to
look directly in his eyes. Looking, Laine knew, into eyes of two different
colors. A black eye and a blue so dark you had to be this close to see the
difference. “No,” Ansgare repeated. “Not all of us.”


~~~


~~~


Laine Dreamed.


~~~


He moved through the caverns from a
viewpoint that seemed a little taller than normal; he was happy and excited—and
scared. He’d taken Jenorah from a life of ease and comfort, and together they
were entering more than a cavern that led from one country to another. It also
led them into another life, a voluntary exile.


He held the lantern up a little higher,
and felt the soft touch of Jenorah’s hand on his arm.


“Together,” she said.


Dannel stopped, then, and put the
lantern on the ground, turning to face her. She was a sturdy young woman, the
best of Clan Grannor. Her long black hair was tied back, and her equally black
eyes glinted in the wavering light of the lantern, looking at him with such
love he felt himself nearly overcome. He put his hands alongside her face and smoothed
her hair back, all the impossible wisps that had come loose during their wild
ride to this place through both borders and into the  Barrenlands. She tilted her head back and looked at him, and
wry amusement gathered in her gaze until it overflowed her eyes and came out in
a laugh—and not one of those fake little court laughs, either. An infectious
laugh that caught him up in its wake and played with them until they were
breathless and clinging to one another.


“We did it,” Jenorah said through a
contented sigh. “For all of their stupidity, we managed this. And if we can do
this, what is there that we cannot do?”


He drew her close and rested his cheek
on the top of her head. “Nothing,” he whispered. “Nothing at all.”


~~~


“Nothing,” someone repeated, someone
else altogether. He looked not at Jenorah, but at a man. Tall, dark-haired,
intensely angry, and armed with plenty of blade. “Nothing should keep me from
your side, and running errands for the Upper Levels least of all.”


“Relax,” he said, not feeling all that
relaxed himself. He’d been about to discuss the day’s plans with this man—this friend—but that would only make things worse, now. “Someone’s playing
games, pulling strings to prove they can. If we cut them off, we won’t have a
chance to follow the strings, will we, Ehren? Ehren?”


~~~


“Ehren!” He cried the warning out of
habit when the attack came, aching for the solid feel of his friend against his
back, fierce and capable. The world filled with the sounds of fighting men—blades
and shouts and death cries, the worst of those coming from his own throat as
his body took cut after cut. Someone jerked his head back, put a blade against
his throat—


~~~


~~~


Pain. Laine was choked with it,
his body stiffened and jerking with someone else’s death. It burned in his
belly, his arm, his throat. Death, reaching for him—


“Laine!” Shette’s annoyed voice, the not-so-gentle prod of
her finger. “Wake up, Laine, you’re doing it again!”


“Huh?” He jerked upright, nearly smacking his head on the
bottom of the wagon, and let himself flop back to the ground again, dazed. Laine
unclenched his fist, flattened it on top of his stomach and the phantom pain
there. No blood. No.


A mule snorted on the other side of the wagon, a wet and
unhappy sound. For a moment Laine stared at the darkness of the wagon slats
overhead, his hand resting on his dry, whole torso, listening to the uneven
patterns of gusty rain overhead.


Shette, her voice tinged with sisterly disgust, said, “You
and your dreams. Between that and the rain, I don’t know how we’re supposed to
get any sleep.”


Laine’s thoughts were far away, picking at the details of
the death scene he’d just witnessed—sacred Hell, been a
part of. Out loud, he merely said a mild, “At least we trenched uphill.”
If they’d skipped it as Shette had wanted to, they’d be on wet ground right
now.


When she spoke again, her voice had changed, grown
tentative. “What do you see, Laine, in those dreams of yours? Mum and Da
thought you’d outgrown them.”


“And you’re to tell them no differently,” he said, abruptly
rolling over to face her in the darkness.


“But what do you see?”


He hesitated. “I see them,
sometimes. I see them when they ran away together, and how frightening it must
have been—and exciting, and happy. Sometimes I see them building our home, or
the first time Papa found the way to the  village.” He wasn’t sure what he’d
seen this time. When Shette poked him awake like that, sometimes he lost it
all.


“Dreams,” she said, sleepy again.


No. Not like a dream at all. True
Dreams, they were. “Yes,” he said. “Dreams.” He shifted to his back again,
looking for a comfortable arrangement of his body on the subtle dips and
hollows of the ground.


“They don’t sound all that bad to me,” she said, pulling her
blanket in close. “Not worth so much fuss and bother.”


“Sometimes they change into nightmares,” Laine said shortly.
“Now go to sleep. It’s not me that’s keeping us awake now.”


Shette murmured, “Bossy older brother,” and was apparently
content to leave it at that. Her breathing lapsed into light snoring, a gentle
sound that he could barely hear above the rain as he stared into darkness and
tried to remember just when the Dreams had changed. Whose death was he feeling,
night after night? Whose eyes was he trapped behind—and would he ever get the
chance to turn and face his betrayer?





Chapter Two


Parry in fourth position, rotate
wrist... riposte. Parry in first, riposte to flank; a little awkward, that move
always was, so do it twice for every one of the others. Parry three, riposte,
and there goes your head, sir. Quickly, easily, never the same sequence
in a row, Ehren ran through the standard parry positions and their direct
ripostes. With his arm relaxed, his mind relaxed, his moves fast and controlled...


The practice dummy was doomed.


His saber was a heavier weapon than the ones popular in the new
Guards; theirs were basket-hilted creations with complex quillons and numerous
counterguards, fine blades with barely enough width for a good fuller. Their
movements, in practice, were just as fine; they pitted themselves against one
another in bouts that were punctuated by triumphant yells and dramatic shouts
of attack.


Herib, the Guard’s master, had died with Benlan. Most of the
Guard who hadn’t died had left the service in the year Ehren had been gone. And
the remainder were like Ehren, serving the king in new ways—ways that took them
from the suddenly too-familiar grounds of the palace and the ghosts that walked
them. The current master came imported from Loraka, and had brought his own
styles, his weapons. These young men and women—they were pretty enough, they
moved well enough. And they were brash and proud, and probably as loyal as any
king could ask for. But...


Ehren remembered fights when the ground beneath his feet was
uneven and slippery, sometimes with his own blood. He remembered grunts of
pain, the quick panting of fear, and solid blades taking life from endless
practice drills, moving quicker than thought, sliding along each other to break
through guard and into flesh. Maybe he was old, and old-fashioned to boot, but
he preferred to have a solid piece of metal in his hand and not some stick. And
among those fighting at his back, a certain number of scars was not a bad
thing.


He realized he’d stopped killing the dummy in front of him. His
sword was lowered, its tip hovering just above the floor. He looked over at the
huddle of men and women who had stopped their sparring to joke around—a shove
here, a nudge there. It occurred to him that Varien, whatever his scheming—and
Ehren was certain there was more to it than Varien claimed—was right in one
thing: Ehren didn’t seem to belong here anymore.


He closed his hand over the ring, the emerald set in vines,
that barely fit over the small finger on his left hand. For reasons of his own,
Varien seemed certain Dannel and his family lived over the border, in the steep
ridges of the Lorakan mountains that hugged both Solvany and Therand. A long
journey from Kurtane, and a place filled with old magics.


Not anywhere Ehren wanted to be. But as his visit to Rodar
earlier in the day had proven, he didn’t have much choice in the matter—not if
he wanted a chance to come back and continue the search for Benlan’s killer
that was, as far as he was concerned, still priority.


Rodar had been in his semi-formal receiving room, making a
seamstress’ life Hell by gesturing freely while she tried to fit the sleeves of
the colorful shirt he wore. The person on the receiving end of the gestures was
a First Level minister, and not one who held Ehren in any favor. Halden, First Level Minister of Diplomacy. Ehren had
disrupted more than one of his functions, implacably unmoved by Halden’s
protests when Ehren spotted something—or someone—he felt posed a threat to Benlan.


Halden had glanced away from Rodar just long enough to give
Ehren a cold look and a nod, though Rodar had greeted Ehren cheerfully enough.
“Ehren! It’s about time you paid a visit to your king, instead of skulking up
and down the coast.”


Ehren held his tongue on the reminder of the reason he’d been skulking along the coast; Rodar was
sincere enough in his grief for his father, but had been very good at pushing
it to the back of his mind. Instead he said, “It’ll be the last visit for some
time, unless your majesty intervenes.”


Rodar frowned. His face was long and narrow, and the
fuzz-short hairstyle he’d adopted did nothing for his features. He flapped an
arm in protest—and to judge by the seamstress’s alarm, narrowly avoided the
stick of the needle. “What do you mean? I was counting on you to stand with me
for the fete next week. Halden’s managed to gather all the First and Second
Level families together—no simple task, ey, Halden?”


Halden turned a poisonous gaze on Ehren. “Indeed, quite a
difficult one, requiring considerable persistence. But the effort is well worth
it, to celebrate the start of your second year of rule.”


“Exactly. It’s an important occasion, and I want Ehren
there.” Rodar’s jaw set, but it only served to make him look slightly petulant
instead of determined. For once his arms were still, his fists resting at his
waist, but the seamstress had paused in her efforts to look at Ehren with an uncertain
expression, curiosity peeking out.


“Varien has other plans for me,” Ehren said. He’d come
straight from his discussion with the wizard, fully aware that he was armed in
a way allowed only to the King’s Guard in the king’s presence. He rested his
palm over the cold, smooth curve of his sword hilt; Halden’s face tightened as he
looked away. Ehren said, “Yours is the final say in this matter, Rodar. The
Guard is yours.”


Halden shot him a quick look of anger, and suggested, “I’m
sure Varien has good reason to request Ehren’s services, Your Majesty.”


“What could be more important than having him at my side?”
Rodar asked, in complete sincerity. “He’s ranking Guard, and he was my father’s
most trusted protector.”


Halden contrived to look reluctant; Ehren suppressed a flash
of irritation as Rodar picked up on it. “What’s wrong?” the king asked. “Is
there something I should know?”


Halden said carefully, “There has been some discussion of
this. While it’s true Ehren was an important part of your father’s court, some
of the First Level have been concerned about the appearances of maintaining his
presence.”


“What do you mean?” Rodar demanded. “How is it supposed to look? All of Solvany’s monarchs have had
their Guards beside them.”


“Exactly.” Halden nodded with satisfaction, as if the
conversation had taken just the spin he’d been aiming for.


Ehren gave him a cold look, entertaining a brief fantasy of
breaking the man’s nose. The seamstress, a mature woman who knew well enough
when to disappear, quietly moved back from Rodar’s side to fiddle with some
bright corded trim in her basket.


Halden seemed oblivious to Ehren’s inner seething; Ehren was
certain he was not. The man said, “Ehren is your father’s Guard, Sire, not
yours. It might not be the wisest thing to retain him at all. In either case, celebrating
the onset of your second year of rule by reminding the Levels that you have
come upon your rule young and through the tragedy of your father’s death cannot
be a good thing.”


“My age has nothing to do with it!” Rodar said, but his
voice squeaked a little in the saying of it. He gave Ehren a worried glance. “Do
you really think—?”


“I think,” Ehren said without hesitation, “that a king
should weigh the advice he’s given against his own judgment. And I think your
father would prefer to see you as well-protected as possible, given what did happen to him.”


Halden ignored Ehren. “It’s time to establish your own
court, Sire, and your own Guard. All the rest of the palace shows the force of
your personality; no one would mistake it for your father’s.” He left the
conclusion dangling.


Rodar glanced at Ehren and then quickly away, perhaps knowing
the decision was already in his eyes. “I’ll have to think about this, Ehren.”


And Ehren knew when there was no point in pushing a young
monarch’s patience. He might need it for another time. “Thank you, Your Majesty,”
he said. Halden he gave only a hard look. You, I’ll
remember.


A short time later, Rodar sent Ehren a sincere but firm note
validating Varien’s assignment. And Ehren, exasperated and angry, went straight
to the Guard practice room. If nothing else, it was time for him to check in
with the new Guard master, a position that had not been filled when Ehren had
left Kurtane, hot on the heels of fleeing conspirators.


Now, his frustration eased, Ehren shoved the dummy back
against the wall. When he turned around, the little group of Guards was moving
his way. He recognized a few faces—at least two of them had started training
before Benlan was killed. Jada and Algere were their names, and it was Jada who
stopped in front of him, her broad, pleasant face troubled beneath its
freckles. As he recalled, she was normally cheerful, more than a little
flirtatious, and unquestioningly dedicated.


“Ehren,” she said. “You’ve only been back a few days, and we’ve
heard—already you’re off again?”


“We’ve wanted to see you,” Algere said. “We’ve honed our
swords down to nothing, waiting for you to get back with some word of Benlan’s
killers.”


“Is that what happened to those weapons?” Ehren said,
deadpan. “I wondered.”


It took them a minute; it was one of the young women in the
back who giggled. Then Algere snorted, and nodded back at the other end of the
paneled wood floor, where the Guard master was checking the practice equipment.
“Varien seems to have connections in Loraka. He’s been encouraging Rodar to
make more open trade agreements. You should stick around, and get an idea of
just how many things have changed around here.”


Yes, I should. But Ehren gave a
short shake of his head. “Politics,” he said. “I’m off over the border myself. Have
a couple of things to check out.”


“Benlan?” Jada asked, coming alert. “Or the border gang we’ve
been hearing about?”


Border gang? “Neither that I
know of. But I get the feeling...” Varien wanted him out of the way, all right,
and Ehren was beginning to understand why. There was too much happening here,
too much that needed careful watching. He didn’t complete the thought out loud,
but instead said, “If any of you need to get in touch with me, you can have a
message sent to the border crossing. I’ll get it.”


Jada and Algere exchanged a puzzled look; the younger Guards
behind them didn’t pretend to understand.


“Listen,” Ehren said. “Rodar is a young king. No younger,
perhaps, than his father when he took the throne, but sometimes age isn’t all
in your years. There are plenty of people who’ll see this as an opportunity. Preventing
such opportunities is what the Guard is all about.”


“Ehren, if you know something, maybe you should tell us,”
Jada protested.


Ehren shrugged. “If I knew something, I would.”


“Then,” she said calmly, her hand on the hilt of her sword, “we’ll
be forced to beat it out of you.” Behind her, the other young Guards stared at
her in alarm, and then at Ehren, to see how he would take it.


“Will you, now,” he said, a slow smile finding its way to
his face. He didn’t feel like playing, not now. But this was an opening—an
invitation back into the world that should have been his. He took a
deliberately menacing step forward, raising his sword into second guard. The
group scattered as Jada abruptly realized she’d neglected to free her weapon
before she’d started this game, and she back-pedaled furiously, trying to
unsheathe it before he was on her. It was a quick-paced contest; they kept an
open distance in unspoken regard for the fact that while Jada had on a leather
practice brigandine, Ehren did not. Her moves were cat-swift and light, and he
kept his the same, using wrist and fingers instead of brute strength—though she
kept him on his toes with her frequent use of the sword point.


Around them, the others shouted encouragement, and Ehren
laughed when she managed an especially quick disengagement and slipped through
his guard; his parry was a close thing. She was laughing, too, but her eyes
widened in surprise when his riposte tagged her side. She gave a theatrical
death groan, but Algere was ready to take her place, and the battle raged up
and down the practice room until Ehren ended it by dramatically disarming his
fifth—sixth?—opponent and saluting them all.


“Now,” he grumbled loudly, “I’ll have to rest for an extra
day before I leave.”


Jada was on the floor, giggling. Unrepentant. Ehren grinned
down at her. But her expression suddenly faded and Ehren followed her gaze to
find the Guard master coming up beside him—he didn’t even know the man’s name,
for glory’s sake—holding out one of the extra practice brigandines.


“I would be honored,” the man said, his Lorakan accent
strong. “Someone should have seen to our introduction when you first returned. My
name is Gerhard.”


Ehren looked at him a moment, seeing in the man’s almost
expressionless face a resolute duty. Of course Gerhard would feel obliged to
offer himself for a bout. And in the man’s expression, as well, was a glimmer
of resignation, which could only mean one thing.


Ehren could take him, and swiftly.


Ehren gave Gerhard a sudden grin, and shook his head,
blowing the drop of sweat off his upper lip. “If you’d managed to save me from them, perhaps,” he said. “There’s not much left of me,
now.”


Gerhard lowered the brigandine; if there was relief on his
face, it was well hidden behind his amiability. “Another time, perhaps.”


“Another time,” Ehren agreed. He looked at the Guards before
him, and nudged Jada with his toe, catching her eye with a look that stopped
her amusement cold. “You remember what I said,” he told her. He stepped over
her, raised his sword in a brief salute to them all, and left the practice
room.


There were still some places in this palace where he
belonged, after all.


~~~~~


Ehren’s bright chestnut gelding gave the mildest of
impatient snorts and tried to rub his nose on the inside of his foreleg. Ehren
let the reins slip through his fingers to accommodate the gelding, a sensible
but often hot-blooded creature named  Shaffron.


Today, however, Shaffron was tired—and Ehren was stretching a
long day even longer. Seventeen days of travel, taking back roads across the
breadth of Solvany from coastal Kurtane to the eastern border, and he was too
close to the Loraka border station to stop for the night in the middle of
nowhere.


Shaffron, satisfied his nose had been properly tended, added
a shake, rattling Ehren’s teeth. Ehren swore mildly; Shaffron lowered his head,
jingled the loose shanks of the bit, and waited for Ehren to decide what would
happen next. Thrushes rustled in the underbrush around them, offering
occasional liquid notes of evening song.


“You should have been born a mule,” Ehren told his mount. “Ricasso
never does things like that.” His second horse waited at the end of his lead
with palpable patience—a stouter, taller gelding who had never decided if he
wanted to be brown or black and thus was a muddle of the two. Today he carried
supplies instead of carrying Ehren; yesterday he had taken the front.


The two horses had shared pack and saddle duties for the past
year, and shared the trail with Ehren as well. He conversed with them without
reservation and on occasion would have sworn they spoke in return.


But when he nudged Shaffron forward, Ricasso followed
grudgingly, and his first step made a clinking noise. Damn.
Loose shoe. Ehren had a moment’s wistful thought—he might make it to the border
station just fine, since they were on the well-tended main road—but it wasn’t
worth the chance the shoe might tear off, taking with it crucial chunks of
Ricasso’s hoof.


“All right, boys,” he said out loud. “That’s it for the day.”
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