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Chapter 1


          

          
            An Opportunity

          

          12-22 July, Year of the Alliance (YA) 1121

        

      

    

    
      South Fort of Eldir

      “Aren’t you coming in?” Elisabeth called, as she rested her arms on the rocky riverbank. Only her broad, muscular shoulders and the straps of her white bra top showed above the water.

      Tatyana looked up from her book, squinting at the sunlight that was sparkling on the water behind Elisabeth’s head and making the drying wisps of her golden-brown curls glow about her face. Tatyana was leaning against a huge linden tree with her book in her lap and her glossy black hair piled on top of her head. The sleeves and cuffs of her light cotton tunic and trousers were rolled up, and she was barefoot.

      “You make studying impossible. I’ll come when I finish my chapter.”

      “Hurry up and we can have a race.”

      Tatyana sighed as Elisabeth splashed back into the river. Why must Elisabeth always have someone to compete with? It seemed sometimes to Tatyana that winning was all Elisabeth cared about. Perhaps that wasn’t fair. Being a warrior in the national guard was Elisabeth’s whole ambition. She didn’t have the Healing gift like Tatyana and Helen and so had no need to spend time studying books of obscure herbs and ancient magical techniques. Tatyana wished she was on duty with Helen.  Helen was Elisabeth’s older sister, and she and Tatyana had been best friends since they were little girls.

      Tatyana forced her eyes back to the page. It was an interesting book, but rather dry, and the warm day made her tired. She slipped in a silk bookmark and stood. It never hurt to do more training, and the river looked inviting. She shed her outer clothes leaving only her sturdy linen bra top and undershorts. Then she ran and dove in. The water felt wonderful.

      She turned her face into the current and swam as hard as she could. Having made six or seven yards, she turned and swam rapidly downstream. It felt like soaring, like being a hundred times more powerful than she really was. A boulder stood a hundred yards past the spot where the two rivers met, and she could see Elisabeth sitting on it, looking at her.

      Tatyana caught herself on the rock and pressed all the way into a handstand, her lithe, slender body sparkling and dripping in the sun. Then she lowered herself gracefully to sit beside Elisabeth. She smiled as she looked around.

      The southern fort was a sturdy, elegant building of white stone on the triangle of land where the Silver and Wood Rivers met. To the east, the forest was lush and shady, and the grass all around was thick with flowers. It was a lovely place to be stationed in high summer.

      Tatyana, Elisabeth, and their companions were guards on duty, watching over the trade road to the kingdom of Ikkik in the south, but it was an easy job. All it really meant was being there for two weeks, training hard, and occasionally performing customs duty for merchants coming up the road from the south. Then they would return home to the capital city of Eldirad, where they would train three hours in the morning and have afternoons free to pursue other crafts or be the homemaker while their spouses had more time for their profession. Common soldiers only had to go out to border duty two weeks out of eight so long as they kept up morning training. Guardians went out two weeks out of four. Captains had a choice. Super-dedicated captains with dreams of guardianship, like Tatyana and Elisabeth, always took the four-week schedule, but Helen had never done more than the required two weeks out of eight.

      The training of the Eldir guards, and their allies the Efrim, was far superior to all their neighbors, and everyone knew it. Their terms of trade were fair, and so any form of aggression was rare, and always brief. The Eldir guard hadn’t had to fight a real battle since Tatyana’s grandmother was a little girl. Still, the guards were important. As Tatyana’s father said, a nation had to have a skilled standing army in order to always have peace.

      Tatyana swung a foot over the side of the rock and into the water. “It does feel rather good,” she said. Her voice dropped and her exquisite features grew grave. “But it won’t help me when Grandmother asks what I’ve learned.”

      “You already got your healer’s badge when you came of age. Why do you still have to study?” Elisabeth sounded relaxed and as if she thought Tatyana’s worry foolish.

      Tatyana was a little ruffled but tried to sound light. “Grandmother’s never satisfied, even now that I’m a woman. She never will be, I suspect, at least not until I’m queen. That is, if I ever make guardian. I can’t even be crown princess if I don’t make guardian.”

      Life was perfect: training, working in the hospital, going to the theatre when she was home, and being with her family and friends. But Tatyana wanted more than anything to serve her people as their queen. She was the oldest child of the royal house, and in Eldir, that meant the crown would go to her first if she could earn it. She had been raised with those expectations and trained for it all her life. She had passed the test to be a captain at her coming of age, but being a princess didn’t make advancing to the rank of guardian any easier. To earn that title she had to prove herself and earn the respect and confidence of a great many people. A respect no king or queen of Eldir could rule without. But how could she earn that respect when everything was so peaceful?

      Elisabeth’s intense light-gray eyes were fixed on the water. “I keep trying to beat Margaret in mock battle and to win in fencing matches and all that,” she said. “I took Sarah and Jacob’s watches in the lookout tower last week, but it doesn’t seem like enough. I want to do more. I would do anything to be a guardian.”

      Tatyana nodded. Margaret was the guardian in charge of their post on this rotation, and Tatyana and Elisabeth had often been stationed under her since they became captains. It was pretty impressive that Elisabeth sometimes succeeded in beating her in mock battle, but it was just like Elisabeth to think throwing energy at it would do the trick.

      “I’m not sure that’s what a guardian should say,” Tatyana said softly. Guardians were supposed to be selfless protectors. They were not just the highest rank of the army like an Efrim general.

      “I don’t know. Of course, in storybooks heroines always save people from terrible fates or ferocious creatures, but I’m not saying I want any of that. I just want to be famous, to go down in history as a great warrior. Being a guardian would be enough I think, so long as I could make a name for myself.”

      Tatyana was conflicted enough about her own desire to win the title, but Elisabeth’s bare ambition bothered her. She was about to say something when a shadow passed before her eyes. She froze. For a moment she saw something dark and terrible standing behind, almost over, Elisabeth. It was huge, with many legs and glowing red eyes. Then it was gone, and she saw only Elisabeth’s eager face and realized she was still talking about the fame she would win.

      Tatyana felt shaken. She stood and looked away to hide her face. The Sight, along with the Healing gift that usually came with it, was the greatest magical power of the Eldir. It was inherited and uncommon, but it always ran in the royal line through a blessing of the magic. It came in varying degrees of strength, and Tatyana’s was a fairly strong gift—or curse, as the case may be.

      The part of the gift she could control was useful. She could feel if those closest to her were in pain or danger and then go to them in spirit with what was called the Sending. She could even speak to them if they had the Sight, too, although that was a stretch for her level of the gift, and at her strongest she couldn’t manage more than a word or two. However, the other side of the power was prophecy: vague dreams and strange momentary visions, unreliable, often at the worst moments, and, in her experience, always troubling.

      Tatyana shook herself. “You want to race me upstream to the cherry with the crooked trunk?”

      Elisabeth cut short in the middle of whatever she had been saying. “Are you all right? Are you even listening to me?”

      “Sorry. I’m fine. I just thought you wanted to race.”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “Let’s go then.”

      They stood side by side on the rock and Tatyana counted them off. They dove in together and swam as hard as they could. The river current was strong, and the experience of going upriver was very different than going down. It was a fight, but they enjoyed it, and it helped Tatyana put her fears away. They neared the tree and pushed even harder.

      Elisabeth reached forward, swinging herself up onto the tree a second before Tatyana touched it.

      

      Half an hour later, after a spirited game of water tag with some of their fellow guards, they headed back to the fort. Elisabeth walked casually, dripping, and carrying her clothes under one arm. She was an imposing woman of mixed Efrim and Eldir blood, something that was relatively rare even after a thousand years of close alliance. The broader build of her Efrim blood was very pronounced, but she also had the height of the Eldir who tended to be a few inches taller than their Efrim neighbors. This made her an exceptionally large woman, and she was lean and muscular with a powerful stride.

      Tatyana put her clothes back on for the walk to the fort even though the water soaked through them and made them stick to her skin. An inch taller than Elisabeth and just as strong, she had a very different build. She was slim and narrow about the shoulders even for an Eldir, in spite of her well-muscled arms, and had a very curvy feminine figure. She had only been a young girl of sixteen when she first noticed boys looking at her, and while they were polite enough about it, she didn’t like it much. It didn’t help that she had a beautiful face too, with an alabaster complexion, full lips, and long-lashed gray eyes.

      They grabbed towels in the bathing room and went upstairs to the women’s dorm to change into dry clothes. Tatyana sighed in annoyance as she went to get her duffel and found several wilted flowers and two notes on her cot.

      “I do wish boys would leave me alone.” Tatyana said, putting on a dry bra top.

      Elisabeth shrugged into a purple tunic. “I’m glad nobody gets all silly over me. I’d probably give them a good shaking to knock some sense into them.”

      Tatyana smiled. “Maybe that’s why they don’t.”

      “Maybe.” Elisabeth was unconcerned.

      Tatyana took the towel off her head and let her hair fall down her back as she slipped on her tunic and trousers. After a minute she said, “It’s our turn to make dinner tonight. I know that isn’t a way to prove we’re great warriors, but if we make something nice at least the rest of the company may be pleased with us.”

      “Yeah. I suppose so. Do you have any ideas?”

      “Well, we could make a meat pie, but I think it’s too hot. What about chicken and dumplings, and some green beans? My mother makes dumplings better than me, but I have her recipe. It’s a really good one. We made it for the ambassadors from Selna last week.” Tatyana liked cooking, and it was a comforting prospect to settle down to the everyday task of preparing dinner even if here it was for almost two hundred warriors rather than her family.

      “All right, but we need to think of something. Not for dinner. I mean something we can do to prove ourselves.”

      “It would be nice,” Tatyana conceded. “But I don’t see what.” She paused. “We should ask Margaret how she became guardian.”

      “Let’s. Do you know how your father got it?”

      “There was a fire in the forest of Aldor near the town. Father was a captain on forest patrol and saw it and organized the firefighting. They had it out in three hours. He burnt his hand rather badly, but that night the warriors voted him guardian.” Tatyana sighed. “He was young, just turned thirty.” Tatyana gave an impatient tug at her embroidered belt. An Eldir came of age at thirty, so it was the youngest anyone could receive a title. Her father had become crown prince within three months; and it had already been two years since she came of age.

      Elisabeth stuffed her duffel under her bed with more than necessary force. Then she smiled. “I guess life is just too good for people who want to be heroines, but I’m sure we’ll find a way. Let’s go make dinner.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, after a long training session in the sunny meadow north of the fort, they found a moment to ask Margaret their question. The rest of the soldiers had gone to jump in the river, and the two captains were left alone with the guardian to clean up.

      Tatyana spoke first. “Lady Margaret, can I ask you a question?”

      “Why of course. What’s the matter?” Margaret looked from Tatyana’s grave face to Elisabeth’s eager one. “Both of you, is it?” She smiled and picked up a pile of jump ropes.

      “Yes.” Elisabeth clattered shields into a crate, looking up at Margaret. “You see, we wanted to ask how you became a guardian.”

      Margaret put the ropes in a bag and then looked from one to the other. Elisabeth’s light gray eyes were bright and eager. Tatyana’s face was hard.

      “Do you girls remember the grand tournament twenty-one years ago to celebrate year 1100 of the alliance? You would have been little…”

      “Yes. I remember. I was eleven.” Tatyana put a lance on the rack, but her steel-gray eyes were unfocused, seeing only memories. “I watched all the competitions, and then Sebastian and I competed at home. We weren’t much good, but it was fun.”

      The celebrations had been glorious. She didn’t remember well, but it all seemed like a swirl of silk and lanterns, feasts and warriors in shining mail with jeweled swords. The alliance with the Efrim was a very close and special one, nothing like the treaties with other nations. The two nations had been very different when the Eldir came out of the north, but they saw similarities at once. Both nations were tall, strong, powerful people, and much longer lived than their neighbors. Their cultures and magic gifts were different, but they got along and traded knowledge and skill. The alliance was so important both nations counted their years from the time they met.

      Elisabeth bounced from one foot to the other, her eyes still on Margaret. “I remember the great battles they staged in the palace courtyard at Eldirad. It was the most spectacular thing I had ever seen, and I wanted to be in it. Did you win your guardianship in the contests?”

      “Yes.” Margaret smiled, a faraway look in her eyes, and stood still gazing over the meadow in the direction of Eldirad. Then she looked at the young women beside her. “We have tournaments like that every so often, but that was the only one I’ve been in. It was a truly grand thing. I was a captain, and just thirty-two like you, Tatyana. King Edward and Lady Clara put it on together with Queen Evelina and Commander Louranin of Efrim, and all the soldiers of both armies competed.”

      “There was every kind of event, wasn’t there? I remember the fencing, and high jumping I think.” Elisabeth stood still with a bag of heavy balls forgotten in her hands.

      “Oh, yes, all the usual events. But the best part was the group sword fighting tournament. Every captain and guardian had a team, and generals of course.”

      Both nations had captains as their lower rank of commander, but although the ancient Eldir tongue had mostly faded into the modern Efrian language both societies now spoke, the Eldir had never adopted the Efrian word ‘general’ for the higher commanders. Eletrian, or guardian, was one of the few Eldir words that remained other than technical terms associated with medicine and woodworking. The Eldir maintained that it meant something quite different than general, although the rank was equivalent.

      “Is that where you won your title?” Tatyana asked.

      “Yes. I came in second in the tournament behind Commander Louranin. I even beat King Edward, Prince Peter, Clarissa, and Henry, who were the only other guardians then. That very night I was awarded my stars.” Her face was shining with more than the sweat of the hot day. She shook her head. “It was grand. I don’t know why we don’t do it more often.”

      “I wish we would,” Tatyana said softly.

      “Why can’t we?” Elisabeth asked. “I want to compete. Surely it’s time.”

      “You should talk to King Edward about it. I’d be happy to second you,” Margaret said.

      “I will.” Elisabeth looked at Tatyana.

      Tatyana nodded. “Yeah. I’ll talk to Father about it as soon as we get home.”
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, the warriors were all sitting around the big table in the kitchen eating dinner. The windows were all open to let in a breeze, and people were talking and laughing. The day’s mail carrier had arrived on a fresh horse from Aldor and was passing letters around the table. He handed one to Tatyana, and she broke the seal eagerly, recognizing the loopy, elegant hand of her brother at once. He was currently on guard duty at Westtower, the westernmost guard station of the Eldir that watched over the protectorate village of Obrin. The letter began by describing a game of bat ball she rather wished she had been a part of. He said he missed her and he thought their team would have won if she had been there to pitch for them.

      Then he went on:

      
        
        My dear sister, I have some real news for you today. I had to tell you at once.

        Last night when I was on watch I spotted a group of wandering ruffians sneaking in the dark through the scrubland beyond the Westtower wall. I ran and woke those on call for my watch and we waited where they couldn’t see us. When they tried to get in towards Obrin we jumped out. They fought, but we disarmed them pretty quickly and chased them off. Nobody was hurt on either side, but they were pretty scared I think. Anyway, this morning Prince Peter called me into his house and told me the warriors in the garrison had all voted me guardian the night before. So there you have it. I will get my stars as soon as I go home for Father to bestow them. I didn’t think I really did anything special, but I can’t refuse. I have always felt my duty to serve my people. Prince Peter wants to retire, so I will be prince of Westtower before the summer’s out. I always hoped to earn the title, but I have to admit I have mixed feelings about it now. It will be hard to move out of Eldirad.

      

      

      Tatyana forced herself to swallow a bite of bread. She should be glad; she was proud of Sebastian, of course she was… but he was her little brother, and he was a guardian already, only two months after his coming of age. His quiet humility bugged her, perhaps all the more because she knew it was genuine. He was prince of Westtower. That was great. It was his to earn as the second child of the royal house, but if she didn’t make guardian soon… Father wouldn’t retire for nine years, but he would want to designate an heir. What if he made Sebastian crown prince? Her right as the elder meant nothing if she didn’t win guardian. Any guardian could be prince or princess of Westtower if there was only one guardian of the royal house.

      She folded the letter and forced herself to finish her dinner, avoiding the curious looks sent her way. She knew it was no real disgrace to be the oldest and not become queen. Her aunt Amanda was the firstborn and chose not to be queen, but that was different. She had never even trained as a warrior. She had decided she wanted to be a potter instead. Tatyana wanted so badly to serve her people. It was her greatest desire in life, something she had worked for since she was a little girl. But what if she wasn’t good enough?

      She was quiet that evening. She sat by the fire with a book, as she often did, but she didn’t read it much. She kept thinking about the letter, her hopes and fears, and the frightening visions she had seen.
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        * * *

      

      That night, Tatyana had another dream: She was looking down from an eagle’s eye view on her country, and the Efrim land and the forests and rivers beyond. Everything was green and lush and beautiful. Then, to the north, the trees of the mountain forests began to blacken. A blight, or desolation, crept over forests and mountains leaving nothing living in its wake. It was coming closer and closer to the mountain forts north of Efrim, and then it came and washed over the land.

      She was standing on the steps of the royal house in Eldirad now and the blackness was getting thicker and thicker. Her friends were disappearing into the mist. Helen and Elisabeth were gone, Clarissa was swallowed by the mist. Joseph and Sebastian vanished beyond dark curtains, and then she could no longer see Analisia or Aranin either. Faintly she could see people around her and they looked thin and haggard. She still saw her parents, but try as she might, she could not reach them.

      She woke soaked in sweat, but shivering in the warm summer night. She wanted it to be an ordinary bad dream, but every detail was crystal clear. She had felt the stones of the palace steps under her feet and smelled the bitterness of the black mist. She told herself she was just anxious, and rolled over, but it did no good. Lying to herself wouldn’t change anything. It was another Sight dream, and not all that unlike one she had a year ago. Only this one was worse. Longer, more darkness, the starving faces of her people. She squeezed her eyes tight shut against the tears that forced their way onto her cheeks.

      Perhaps it wouldn’t happen, one never knew, and yet something was certainly coming. Sight dreams always meant something. The Sight had been warning the rulers of the Eldir of danger and giving vague glimpses into the future for thousands of years. One couldn’t always trust it, but no wise person ignored it. How could she even care about who became ruler at a time like this? Perhaps she was just being selfish, and yet… and yet, her people needed her more than ever now. How could she let them down by not being good enough?

      “Is that you, Tatyana?” Elisabeth’s voice asked close by.

      Drat it. Why did she have to be awake?

      “Are you all right?”

      “What are you talking about,” Tatyana murmured, trying to sound sleepy. “What are you awake for?”

      “Oh, I was just thinking about the tournament.”

      “Yeah?” Tatyana didn’t feel like hearing about it, but she wasn’t going to admit to Elisabeth how frightened she was or any of her conflicted feelings over Sebastian’s letter. She wouldn’t understand, but she would think she did, and that was worse.

      “I just can’t wait. I’m sure it’s time to do another one. How can new warriors come up in the ranks without tournaments like that? And I know if I only have the chance to prove myself people will see I can be a great warrior. I want to be respected—the kind of person people will turn to.”

      “Oh, you will be,” Tatyana muttered. Elisabeth’s eternal confidence made her angry, and for a moment she wanted to tell her about the monster she had seen behind her that day on the rock. She wanted to see if she could frighten her. Could anything shake that confidence? She hesitated, but then she didn’t say it. A suspicion that Elisabeth would just laugh it off or think it exciting held her back. She thought bitterly that Elisabeth didn’t understand Sight dreams, or fear.

      “Hey, what’s this?” Elisabeth had come over and was pointing at the letter that showed pale in the starlight against the dark wood of Tatyana’s nightstand. “Bad news?”

      “No. Sebastian just got named guardian.” Tatyana didn’t look at Elisabeth.

      “Oh, I see, so you’re jealous that he got promoted before you?”

      “No, not really…” How could she ever explain? “I’m proud of him, really. I just worry I may not get to serve my people.” She wasn’t sure how to put her feelings into words. It wasn’t really about glory. It was about living up to expectations and hopes. It was about being there so people could count on her, and about making her family proud.

      “Well, we will have a tournament soon,” Elisabeth said cheerfully. “Then we can prove ourselves.”

      Tatyana bit her lip and straightened up in bed. “I hope.” She looked down at her hands in her lap in the faint starlight. Then she looked up at Elisabeth. “No. I will not hope for anything. I will do my best and abide by the result.”

      Elisabeth grew grave and was silent a minute. Then she whispered, “That is how a guardian should feel. I don’t deserve it half as much as you if I can’t feel that way too.”

      

      Tatyana refrained from telling any of her fears in the letters she wrote over the next week, and she spoke of it to no one. She tried to think of other things. The next day she finished a letter to Princess Analisia full of cheerful gossip about the fort and the games in the river, as well as questions about the books she was reading, and the last theatre production. Then she wrote to Sebastian congratulating him on his title. She did look forward to being home in time to see him receive his stars, but most of all she wanted to talk to her father and Helen.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was setting when the company reached the city of Eldirad; its last rays shone on the white stone, silver, jewels, and carved wood of the people’s houses and made the fields of green wheat and vegetables around the city glow. It was a soft, beautiful evening, so peaceful that all her dreams seemed almost silly. The company dispersed as they entered the town, and Tatyana made her way alone towards the royal house. Unlike in Efrim, Eldir tradition had very little pomp around the royal family. It was considered wrong for a person of authority to have anything better than those under them, and the king’s family lived much like everyone else, except on ceremonial occasions. The royal house was larger than most because they had to entertain ambassadors, but it was nothing like the Efrim palace.

      Tatyana went in through the kitchen door on the side, instead of the big walnut front doors, just in case there were diplomats in the living room. The kitchen was large, bright, and airy with the windows open, and her mother—Lady Clara, the queen consort—was washing dishes. She wore a blue apron over her knee-length summer dress, and her long raven and silver hair was braided and wound on her head to keep it out of her way. Her soft, slate-gray eyes lit up when she saw Tatyana, and her smile was warm and beautiful.

      After the usual greetings and mundane questions about life on both sides while she had been gone, Tatyana went upstairs to see her father.

      She knocked on his door and went in. He looked up and smiled when he saw her. He was a tall, athletic man of slender build, with touches of silver in his long ebony hair. His smile lessened as he walked towards her, and his sea-gray eyes grew softer, searching her face.

      “Something troubles you, my dear?” he said gently, taking her hand.

      “Yes, I… I don’t know how to say it exactly.”

      “Please tell me all about it.” He sat down on the edge of the big bed, and she sat beside him.

      “Oh, Father, there are so many things. I have had more Sight dreams, and I’m worried about our people.” She dropped her voice even lower. “I’m worried I will fail them.”

      Edward was silent for a long minute. He took her hand. “I’m worried, too,” he whispered. “All we can do is our best.” He looked up into her face and smiled a little. “But if you are worried because Sebastian got his stars first… you know it was only chance that gave him the opportunity. I am very proud of him, but I’m sure you would have done the same. You have time yet.”

      “I know… and I was thinking, I mean when I was talking to Elisabeth and Margaret, we thought about the last tournament, and it seemed it might be time. Bring new people up in the ranks.”

      “It’s a good idea. There are many young warriors who haven’t had the chance, and with Henry retiring, and Prince Peter, we only have three guardians even after Sebastian is official. Besides, you deserve the chance to show the people what you can do.”

      “I will do my best. I don’t know if I’m good enough, but I feel like my people need me.”

      “I believe in you, my dear. I cannot give you the title, but I look forward to bestowing it.”

      She smiled and squeezed his hand. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “I don’t know what is special about the year 1121, but we’ll think of something. Perhaps it could have something to do with Sebastian’s crowning, or perhaps just that it has been twenty-one years since the last one.”

      “Works for me.”

      “I’ll go talk to Louranin, and I think I will have to get an audience with Queen Evelina in person for this.” He made a slight face. Evelina’s traditionalist Efrim views made her and Edward’s relationship very stiff, but there were some things that had to be handled between the actual rulers.

      “I’ll help if you like,” Tatyana offered without much conviction. Evelina was a good person, but Tatyana didn’t agree with her principles and hated her treatment of her son. The idea of going with her father and sitting there while Evelina addressed all her questions to her, with the faint chill of disrespect to her father that implied, made her uncomfortable and a little angry.

      “No. It’s better if I go alone,” he said. There was a pause.

      “It should be a nice party for all the people, make them happy…” she didn’t say ‘before whatever it is comes,’ but her voice dropped and quavered slightly.

      Edward nodded. “I am really worried. Something Helen said the other day when she stopped by… Do you want to tell me what you saw?”

      She described the vision from the river and then told him about the nightmare in every detail. “Our people looked hungry and scared,” she concluded. “And… and everyone was going away from me.” Her voice was shaking and there were tears in her eyes again. Telling it brought back all the fear and uncertainty she had been trying to repress while at the fort.

      Edward was silent for a long time, but he put a strong, protective arm around her. She buried her face in the shoulder of his soft linen tunic and cried. After a while, she felt a little comforted, straightened up, and looked into her father’s face.

      “What are we going to do? The Sight is so confusing, and I don’t want to frighten people, but surely we must do something.”

      He cleared his throat, and when he spoke his voice was husky. “I don’t know what we’ll do. It is hard to tell with the Sight, but whatever threatens us, it seems like a food shortage is involved, or at least could be. The hungry people you saw… and I had a dream with a shock of wheat turning to black dust last week.”

      “We should store food just in case, shouldn’t we?”

      “Yes, I think we should. I’m not sure how to take action without alarming people, but maybe the tournament would be just the thing to distract them.”
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        * * *

      

      Prince Aranin of Efrim was riding his gray horse up the valley road with his company on his way back from a two-week stay at the eastern fort. The fort was a nice enough place, but he was very glad to be home. He looked up at the cherries hanging from the trees over his head and picked one without stepping out of line. Then he saw a field, one of the ball fields, off to his right. A group of two dozen men and women, mostly young and some only youths, were playing kick ball. He watched with a smile. They played kick ball and bat ball at the fort, of course, as well as fencing, and running, jumping, and wrestling, and just about any other athletic sport one could think of, but it wasn’t the same. The fields at home were nicer and, most important, when he played at home Analisia was always there. After just a moment his eyes were attracted to a young woman of medium height, her caramel colored curls unsuccessfully tied back with a bit of ribbon.

      “Analisia!” he called.

      She stopped running and looked towards him. She had a small, somewhat turned-up nose and clear lake-blue eyes just like his. Her face lit up. “Someone cover for me,” she called over her shoulder as she ran towards him.

      He stopped his horse and jumped off as she came up, panting. She wore a short-sleeve top and trousers cut off at the knee. One of her knees was scraped. Her round, rosy face was glowing with delight and dripping with sweat. She ran into his arms.

      “Oh, I’m so glad you’re home,” she exclaimed, releasing him. “You look stronger.”

      Aranin laughed. “General Kalsian works us really hard.” He paused, looking down. It had never seemed right that he and his twin sister should be separated, and even after four years it was still strange to be coming home to her. Until he apprenticed they had done everything together. He had to go to the city school while she had tutors, but he had stayed in much longer than boys usually did, partially so they could still do homework together. Being away from her so much had been the hardest part of his tough decision to join the guard. “I brought you a present.” He fumbled in one of his saddlebags and pulled out a book with an attractive picture of a fantasy creature with bird wings and the body of a deer. “I know you wanted something new in Selnese, to practice, and I thought you’d like it. Happy birthday.”

      She beamed. “I love it, thank you. I have your present in my desk. We had the most wonderful party. I will have to tell you all about it. There was a ball, and a huge chocolate cake. We danced in the courtyard so lots of people could come. I asked Yeven to dance with me one dance.” She blushed.

      Aranin swallowed a trace of sadness. He liked Yeven. He was the son of a leather worker who made beautiful things, and he and Aranin had been the only boys in the art class at school, or in either of their classes at graduation. They were friends, but he didn’t like thinking of Analisia getting a sweetheart. She would in time, of course, but he wanted his sister to himself as long as possible. Sometimes he was jealous of Yeven because his mother and grandmother had been willing to teach him the family trade even though he was a boy. Of course he was an only child, but most Efrim probably would have taken an apprentice instead. At the same time, it was brave of him to apprentice in a women’s profession and Aranin had to admire that.

      “I can imagine you together,” he said after a little while. “What colors did you wear? I could paint it perhaps…”

      They walked slowly down the road together while she told him in detail all about the party.

      “I wanted Mother to wait until you got home, but she wouldn’t hear of changing the date,” she concluded.

      “Of course not. A national festival like the princess’s birthday cannot be postponed. It doesn’t matter. The party wasn’t for me.”

      “I would have thought it was. I would have made them let you sit with me to cut the cake.”

      He smiled.

      “I got Mother to promise to do another little party tonight for you.”

      “Thank you. You know she’s doing it for you, though.”

      “That’s not true. She loves you too.”

      He shrugged. “I suppose so.” They walked in silence for a few minutes.

      “Did you do any painting?” she asked.

      “Some, in the evening mostly. We train so much during the day, and then there is the harbor to explore. I wish you could see it too.”

      “So do I.” She looked wistful for a minute. Then she smiled. “Mother will take me the next time she goes on a diplomatic mission, I think, or maybe I could even go with one of the ambassadors sometime.”

      “You can, but it would be more fun together.” Aranin sighed. His father came from a line of generals and had always said it was the only profession where a man could make a mark. Sometimes Aranin wished he had been brave enough to go against tradition and the expectations of his father and join the bookmakers’ shop as an illustrator. Then he could have stayed home with Analisia and done the work he dreamed of. But he wanted to serve his people too, and he wanted to make his father proud. He liked the training for the most part, and getting to see other places, although he had been terribly homesick at first. It might even have been fun if Analisia could have come too, but in Efrim the crown princess wasn’t allowed to be a warrior. The years of Eldir influence had changed things in Efrim a little. Other women could be soldiers if they wanted, and there was at least some small chance for men in skilled professions, but traditions were stubborn things. “Oh well. Someday, when you are queen, and if I can be good enough, maybe I will be high commander like Father and we can work together again.”

      “Of course we will.” She gave his hand a quick squeeze and smiled. Her hand was small and soft in his large, hard one. “Now Aranin, I have something I just have to tell you.”

      “What?”

      “There’s going to be a festival and tournament in Eldirad on the equinox.” She skipped a little in excitement. “King Edward came and talked to Mother about it last week, and then when Father came home he went to see Edward in Eldirad and talk about it too, since it is going to be mostly for the soldiers. I wish I could compete, but Mother says I can help her officiate.”

      “Nice.” He wasn’t sure what he thought of the idea, but he couldn’t help smiling as he watched the eagerness on her face.

      “Mother and I will be judges and such for some things, us and Elder Queen Josephine and Grandmother. There are going to be banquets too, and at least one ball, and I can do that of course. And I get to watch… but you can be in it, I’m sure. There are going to be all sorts of competitions…” Her smile faltered, and she said in a graver tone. “You will have to do it for both of us. I’m going to be counting on you.”

      Aranin looked down at his big soft leather boots on the paving stones. The fingers of his free hand fussed with the strap of his pack. “I’m not sure I’m good enough for that. I mean, I’m only an apprentice, I’m only twenty-six…”

      “So? I’m sure they will let the apprentices be in it too. You don’t have to win… just make me proud.” Her eyes sparkled like sunshine on water. “Or, if you think you’re too slow, we could trade places and I’ll run the foot race for you.”

      They both laughed. There had been a time, until about twenty when she started to develop as a woman and he got taller and more like a man, when they looked so similar they could play tricks like that. But those days were long past now. Not even their faces looked that much alike anymore except for their eyes and noses. He had lost much of the softness in his face and his jawline had become clear and square, while her face remained round and soft, making her look younger than he was.

      “I wish you could,” he said. “I bet you are still faster than me, although I’ve been practicing.” He said it to make her smile, but he knew it wasn’t true anymore. She was no longer his athletic equal. That fact saddened him. It wasn’t that he was four inches taller now. No, he had been training hard the last four years in the guard, and her rosy face was just a touch rounder than the last time he had seen her. Her figure was still athletic, but where her arms and legs showed they were soft. Her face was flushed, and the stray hair on her forehead wet with sweat. They shared a broad build, as well as their caramel colored curls and blue eyes, but her muscles didn’t show much and, although Aranin was a bit more graceful and less bulky than his father, he had gained the broad, heavily muscled shoulders common among Efrim male warriors.

      “Sure you have, and I spend too much time reading, or studying… but still…” She grinned. “I’ll race you any time.”

      “I don’t feel like racing. Besides, I have to walk my horse home.” He looked around for a way to change the subject. “I’m sure there are tons of things you haven’t told me. I want to know everything. What have you been reading?”

      That got her started, and they talked about books the rest of the way to the palace.
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            Dreams and Premonitinos

          

          1 August 1121 (ten days later) to 14 September YA 1121

        

      

    

    
      Westtower: Eldirad

      The golden light of the August sunset flooded into the tower room from the large western windows that looked out over the wild land beyond the wall that protected Obrin. Helen stood looking out, enjoying the peaceful beauty. It seemed like a propitious day. She was glad today had been chosen for Sebastian’s crowning as prince of Westtower. She had come from the city with the royal family and his best friend Joseph for the ceremony, but Edward, Clara, and Tatyana were already in the house of the prince, where they would spend the night. Joseph had excused himself a few minutes before. Sebastian and Helen were alone in the lookout room at the top of Westtower.

      “Helen?” Sebastian’s voice was hesitant.

      She turned to look at him. He stood a few feet away beside the table in the center of the room. He had taken off the silver circlet he had been given at the ceremony and fingered it absently. His large, beautiful, slate-gray eyes were fixed on the sunset, but didn’t seem to see it.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      He looked at her now. “I have something to ask you.” Color rose in his cheeks.

      She felt excitement flutter through her body and knew her own color was rising. Since she was the older child in her family, and Sebastian was the younger, Helen could have asked him at his coming-of-age last spring, except for the possibility he would become prince of Westtower. The younger child of the royal house could join their spouse’s family like anyone else if they didn’t earn the title of Westtower, but if they did, they must remain in the royal house. Helen had believed he would earn it, and so she had waited. Now it was his place to ask, instead of hers.

      “Of course, anything,” she said.

      “I know you have many things to keep you in Eldirad,” he said in a soft, grave voice. “You are a captain, and there is your family, and the hospital, and your studies… I am going to miss being in the city with all our people and everything happening, but I can come visit often once I appoint a captain to be in charge when I’m not here, and it is nice out here. There will be time for my miniature houses, and reading… and your sewing. We could have a nice little garden, and take picnics… I mean, I understand if you want to stay in the city, but my duty is to this place now. I must keep the guard tower and do my best to be a prince to the people of the protectorate of Obrin. I’m tied to this place for something like forty years, until the next prince is crowned.” He paused and his voice grew very soft. “But I can do without the rest of the city. If… if you would come… and be my consort, I would be the happiest man alive.”

      She smiled, and her bright gray eyes filled with tears. She had some slight misgivings, the nagging fears of Sight dreams boding of some kind of duty that lay before her. Sight dreams were not always clear, but they always meant something, and that worried her. Still, just now, that concern seemed very small and distant, and as she felt his strong, slender hand in her small hard one and looked up into his face, all doubt melted away.

      His long raven hair shimmered in the golden light and his eyes were very tender. She opened her mouth to speak, and a shadow passed before her eyes, between them. For a moment she saw his face through the shadow, and it was very different. His fair complexion, a little ruddy from the sun, was white. His fine, high cheekbones stuck out painfully, his smooth rounded cheeks were hollow, and his eyes sunken and shadowed. Darkness, fingers of shadow, seemed to coil around him, pulling him away from her.

      The shadow passed as quickly as it came, and his handsome face was not changed, but his slate-gray eyes had darkened and his thick black brows drawn together in concern. She realized she had pulled away from him. Shaken, she turned to the window and put her head in her hands, her fingers pushing into her straight black hair. Her gift of the Sight had never seemed so much like a curse.

      Prophecy was such a messy, vague business. What could this one mean? Even after years of making a study of the Sight and historical dreams, there was no way to be sure. Could it be telling her that if she married Sebastian right away she could protect him from whatever that shadow was? She wanted so much to believe that, but the timing was wrong. If the vision was telling her anything it seemed to be trying to stop her from getting married. Was it a premonition that if she neglected the duties in Eldirad and Efrim that other dreams had hinted at, she would doom him to this?

      “What’s the matter, dearest?” Sebastian’s voice was soft and strained and he laid a hand on her shoulder. “You can say no, if you must, or if you aren’t sure… I’ll wait as long as you wish.”

      “It isn’t that,” she whispered, turning to him. “It’s… it’s the Sight, and I’m just so confused.” She lay her head on his breast and felt the soft, cool silk of his tunic against her cheek. He put his arms around her. She wanted to stay there forever. She let her arms slip around his lithe, strong body and clung to him.

      He held her in silence for a few minutes. “You do want to get married then?” he asked in a shaky voice. Then said, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t ask that.”

      “I love you, Sebastian,” she whispered. “So much. I’m just afraid there is something I must do, that something is going to happen…” She couldn’t say more. It was all so vague and confusing, and everything she saw was frightening. She released him, and they stood side by side looking out the window.

      “You don’t want to tell me what you saw?” His voice was soft and almost succeeded in being steady. He understood Sight visions, although his gift was very slight, but that didn’t take away the pain.

      “No, not yet.”

      “I won’t ask anything more then,” he said so low she barely heard him.

      She looked up into his face. The flush was gone from his cheeks and his eyes had a sad, pained look that hurt her heart. Softly she slipped her hand over his on the windowsill.
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        * * *

      

      Helen saw the village of Aldor in the South, and then she was standing on a white wall looking out into a forest of sickly trees. Her sister, Elisabeth, was beside her. A shadow was all about them. She couldn’t see, but she still knew she was holding Elisabeth’s hand, and as they both held tight the shadow slowly began to fade. The scene switched and she saw the city of Eldirad silent, draped in mourning. Buildings were broken, trees dead. She saw her own house. The door broken down and blackened, the garden dead. A thin child in the street was weeping.

      Helen woke with a start. She was in a bed in one of the tower dorms. Her heart pounded against her ribs. The city in mourning… dead, starving. She couldn’t let that happen. Perhaps what they needed were better healers? Perhaps there would be a sickness, or people would come home badly wounded? Maybe it was a crop failure, or even an attack on the city itself. That didn’t seem possible, but broken buildings…? If her house was destroyed where were her parents? And Elisabeth… she felt that she had to do something with Elisabeth.

      She got up and walked silently down the stairs and out into the peaceful, starry night. She walked through the fields where the grain was drying. Then, near the inner village wall, she let herself out through the gate and walked into the forest. At last, her ruffled spirit began to settle. She wished she didn’t have to be saddled with these premonitions, but she couldn’t ignore them. Whatever the vision of Sebastian had meant, she felt that the dream had told her that there was something she had to do with Elisabeth and that perhaps there was something she could do as a healer to help her people and her city. None of the visions might come true, and she prayed they were only meant to warn her. This, too, could be warning her not to marry yet. It was no use trying to convince herself it was a normal dream. She went back and let herself in at the gate, locking it behind her.

      “Is that you, Helen?” It was Sebastian’s voice from the wall.

      She had walked back to within a hundred yards of the tower and his sharp eyes had caught her even in her gray cloak. It must be the deepest part of the night, for Sebastian always took the most disliked hour of guard duty. As a prince in Eldir society that was only natural. The hardest task in a company went to the captain, the hardest in a kingdom to the ruler.

      She took a deep breath and decided she was ready to talk to him again. “Yes,” she said. She walked over and climbed the steps to the wall where Sebastian was sitting in the starlight on one of the crenellations.

      “It’s a very beautiful night,” he said with an obvious effort to sound easy.

      “Yes,” she returned without feeling. She sat beside him. “I had another Sight dream.” He was silent and she went on. “I have made up my mind for now.”

      He stiffened a little. “And?”

      “There is something that needs me.” She fought to keep the fear and confusion out of her voice, and kept it low and grave. “I don’t understand it. I want to be here with you, but I think I need to stand by my sister, that there is something we are destined to face together. I don’t understand any of it, and I hope I’m being foolish, but I can’t say when I’ll be free to get married.” She could feel the tension in his body even though they weren’t touching. His head was down, and he was very silent. She knew she had hurt him, and that felt like a knife to her heart, but she didn’t know what to say.

      After a moment she said, “I… if you need me… if you call, I will always come with the Sight.” True love, whether platonic or romantic, was a very strong connection, and she could go to him as easily as to her parents or sister. His gift was too weak to use Sending, but it was enough for him to be able to hear her.

      He managed a slight smile. “That’s something… And I mean, if something really threatens our land, then neither of our happiness can be on this side of it.” There was a quaver in his voice. “I know that, but everything seems so peaceful now, perhaps it is something smaller you must do, something on guard duty, or some new breakthrough in healing from your studies…”

      “We will pray together that whatever it is it will soon pass.” She tried to believe it would. She caught her fingers fiddling with her cloak pin and forced her hands to stay folded in her lap. She couldn’t bear to tell him everything she had seen. She didn’t want to frighten him as badly as she was frightened.

      “We’ll hope,” he whispered. His voice was husky and so low she hardly heard.
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        * * *

      

      “Sebastian told me you have been having more dreams,” Edward said softly as he handed Helen the other end of the measuring string.

      “Yes.” She took the string and measured the first marker line for the long jump. It was a few days after the crowning. Several people were working on the setup for the competitions in the fields just outside the city of Eldirad, but Edward and Helen were somewhat apart from the others. Helen kept her eyes on the marker tiles.

      “You know I understand,” he said very low.

      She looked up.

      Edward was a handsome man with the same high cheekbones and long, slightly curved nose of his son. His sea-gray eyes looked sad and stormy, but his expression was gentle. His right hand, scarred red from that fire years ago, set the marker, but he didn’t seem to see it. “I mean why you didn’t say yes to Sebastian. I’m sorry. I looked forward to having you be my daughter, and he takes it very hard, but I think he understands too.”

      Helen smiled faintly. “Thank you. I’m not sure I really understand. I just worry… I am so confused… but there is something.”

      “Yes. There is. If only we knew what.” Edward walked to the other side of her to place the next marker tile. “Did Tatyana tell you about her dream back in July?”

      “Yes, some of it at least. I think she might be right about it being some kind of blight or crop failure…”

      “I have been thinking about that,” Edward said. “I had a dream that seemed to point that way too, and Mother has had a couple. I want to commission a new storehouse. A good big one, but I don’t want to alarm people. Do you suppose there is any way we could get the farmers to grow extra grain without scaring them? I mean, I could just ask them to, and I suppose they would, but they would want to know why, and I am so unsure…” His voice trailed off and he sat on his heels staring off into the distance.

      “Maybe I could talk to my mother,” Helen said. “She might take the challenge, and she could maybe get others excited about it. That’s the kind of person she is, not a leader exactly, but…”

      “Yes, she has such a hopeful, friendly way,” he said with a faint smile. “That’s a good idea. Perhaps we could have a kind of contest for farmers like the warriors are doing, only it would have to last a year, and there could be a prize for whoever grew the most.”

      Helen smiled. “That’s a great idea. I’ll talk to Mama about it when I find the right moment.”

      “Thank you. See what she thinks before I tell anyone else.” He looked down and realized he had fussed with his piece of chalk until it broke. He smiled wryly and put one piece in his pocket. “I wonder if that will be enough… or if I’m just getting paranoid…”

      She didn’t reply for a few minutes. They set the rest of the distance markers and went to put a taut ribbon on the ground for the jump line. “I don’t know,” she said at last. “Sometimes I feel like I’m going crazy…”

      “I don’t believe that,” he said.

      She smiled faintly. “Thank you, I guess… Anyway, my last dream, well, it seemed almost like the city itself had been attacked by someone.”

      His face went a shade paler, and he looked up at her. “A real enemy? You mean an army?”

      “I don’t know, but there was destruction.” Her voice faltered ever so slightly, and she couldn’t say more.

      He nodded. “The other day when I was walking down the street towards the river, I saw this wave of darkness come flooding up out of the forest towards the city. I know dark in visions can mean a lot of things. I thought maybe Ikkik has some nasty allies we never heard of and they’re going to attack. The king of Ikkik is a heartless rotten potato, but I’ve never seen a sign he could be a real threat. Maybe it’s someone else altogether. That doesn’t seem likely either, but I feel uneasy, like a cloud hangs over us. I wish we had a wall. I never would have thought that before, but somehow, the city feels exposed.”

      “I know what you mean,” she said. “But people will never like that. No one would be willing to imagine that defenses of the city itself could ever be needed.”

      “I know, and I pray to the Stars they’re right. I wouldn’t want to convince them, and I don’t want my people to think I’m losing it or becoming paranoid. That won’t do for a king, and yet… well, it’s my duty to protect them.”

      “I don’t suppose there’s any way we could convince them a wall is just pretty?” Helen said without much hope.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Helen was working in the kitchen garden with her mother. It was an afternoon near the end of August. She sang along to an old Efrim folk tune while she pulled weeds from the lettuce bed, but she kept seeing Sebastian’s face downcast in the moonlight, or when they had said goodbye the next morning. He had spoken almost cheerfully, but his face stayed grave and his eyes on his boots. She knew he was sad, and Edward had said as much, too, but what could she do?

      “You never told me what happened at Westtower,” her mother said softly after a silence.

      “Sebastian was crowned. The people seemed happy. It was a beautiful day.” Helen’s tone was flat.

      “So Sebastian didn’t…?”

      Helen swallowed. She loved her mother dearly, but it was hard to talk to her about Sight-related things. Yevenia was a warm, open, friendly person in a quiet, hospitable way, but she had little need for the wider world. Helen often worried that she had disappointed her when she decided to join the guard. Her mother had hoped she would be a farmer like her. Farmers provided food, and nothing was more important than that. It was a highly respected profession, especially for one with the Efrim magic gift with plants that Helen had inherited from her mother. Farmers got anything they wanted from the craftsman of the city and were paid by the crown so they could buy trade goods. They worked hard and were useful, and they had everything they wanted. It was a good, respectable life. Her mother had been proud of her for studying healing too, but the guard she thought silly.

      “Yes, he did,” Helen said after a long, heavy silence. She sat back on her knees in the dirt and looked at her mother.

      “But, my dear?” Yevenia, too, sat up on her heels, her long golden braid shining in the warm sun and her soft brows furrowed with concern. “I thought that’s what you wanted. I was sure you said… and the way you two look at each other…”

      “Yes, it was.” Helen looked back at the weeds and her voice went very low. “But I saw a terrible vision right when he asked me, and then that night I had more dreams. I just don’t feel like I can get married yet. There is something I have to do first.” There was a faint quaver in her voice, and it grew a little husky. “I am afraid I made him really sad, and that makes it so much harder…”

      Yevenia was silent a moment. She rose and came over to kneel beside her daughter. “I don’t pretend to know much about prophecy,” she said softly. She put a hand on Helen’s shoulder. “You have to do as you think best, but that’s no reason you can’t show him he is still your boy. Perhaps you could give him a little gift? Or take him flowers? Or just ask him to dance with you at the balls we will have at this festival? Make sure he knows how hard this is for you. Maybe you would want to be engaged? Sebastian is such a nice gentle boy, and you have always seemed so fond of each other.”

      “Oh, we are,” Helen whispered. Then she smiled and gave her mother a hug. “I’ll think about it and try to do something for him.”

      They finished the lettuce in silence. Yevenia stood up to stretch her back and Helen looked up at her. Yevenia wasn’t a tall woman, especially living among the Eldir, but she was strong and stocky with a kind smile and friendly dark blue eyes.

      “Mama,” Helen said hesitantly. “There’s something I have been wanting to talk to you about. It is sort of a Sight thing, but it is also about farmers.”

      “What is it?” Yevenia ran her hands along a tomato vine, and it grew greener beneath her touch.

      “You see, everyone I know who has the Sight, except maybe Sebastian… but anyway, Edward, Lady Josephine, Tatyana, Father, and I, we have all seen something that makes us think some kind of famine may be coming. It could be war, or plague, or a blight on the crops of some kind, or really bad weather, but Edward has been working with an architect on plans for a new storehouse and wondering the best way to get the farmers to grow some extra crops without alarming anyone.”

      “There sure aren’t signs of bad weather coming any time soon. I like to think I can grow in any weather, but that may not be true of others, and things happen. I don’t mind growing an extra field or two if King Edward sees fit to make a new storehouse.”

      “We thought maybe we could make a contest out of it, kind of like the tournament for warriors, only for farmers to see who produced the most storable extra food by next summer. To make it fun.”

      “People might like that. I’m not sure it would be fair if I compete with a bunch of Eldir farmers who have to do it without magic, though.” Yevenia smiled. “I’ll be happy to rise to the challenge either way. However big he wants to make that storehouse, I’m sure we can fill it up in a couple years with no trouble.”

      “Perfect. I knew you would help.”

      “Why, of course. A farmer works the land and sees no one is hungry, and they’re rather foolish if they don’t listen to the advice of people with the Sight when it comes to their work.”

      About ten minutes later, Elisabeth came home. Her jaw was set hard, her thick eyebrows drawn slightly together, and her naturally ruddy cheeks were unusually flushed. Helen and her mother looked at each other, and Helen rose to follow her sister. She went into the house, washed her hands, and took off her muddy shoes. Then she started looking. It was not long before she found Elisabeth sprawled on her bed in their room. She entered silently and put a hand on Elisabeth’s shoulder.

      “What’s the matter, Elisabeth?” Helen’s voice was very gentle.

      Elisabeth sat up and wiped her eyes on her sleeve. “I was trying to get people for my team in the tournament,” she mumbled, looking away.

      “And you didn’t get the people you wanted; is that it? You haven’t been home very long.”

      “I picked out exactly who I wanted, spent hours on it, and then today I asked six of them and they all denied me.” Elisabeth looked up into Helen’s hard, calm face. Her voice rose, her face flushed, and her light gray eyes flashed fire. “No one wants to be on my team. I’m sure John and Rebecca Bluebell, were lying to me. They were hoping someone they liked better would ask, but they hadn’t actually promised yet!”

      Helen didn’t contradict her. It was no good. Elisabeth’s Sight gift was so slight as to be nearly useless, but she could tell when someone was lying. Instead, Helen looked into Elisabeth’s eyes and held her gaze. “You are a good captain, a very good captain, and you and I are not the only people who know that. There have been smaller contests like this before, at festivals and in training, and you have often won. The warriors that were on your teams on those occasions know how well you lead them, even if no one else does.”

      “But no one wants to be on my team.” Elisabeth tried to look away, but Helen held her with her eyes.

      Elisabeth had more innate power than anyone else Helen knew, or at least anyone she had seen angry, but the fire in her eyes was no match for the steel in Helen’s. Elisabeth might push other people around, but it didn’t matter that Elisabeth was six inches taller and much broader built—Helen could always stare her down.

      “That’s not true.” Helen’s voice was stern and even. “You shouldn’t say things that you know aren’t true. You asked six people and conclude that no one wants to fight with you. Did it ever occur to you that the rest of the commanders of Eldirad are thinking of their companies, and they are all likely to have the same ideas of who the best warriors are and choose the same people? Those same six may have been asked by all the guardians and half the captains in the realm, and so they choose their favorite, either through allegiance or friendship or the first to come.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” Elisabeth broke away from Helen’s gaze and looked down at her big, calloused hands. The fire went out of her voice as well, and it was quiet and grave. “But then who should I ask?”

      “Ask people who know you well, people who have served under you and know your skill. I would be glad to be in your company if I wasn’t supposed to make one of my own.” Helen smiled a little ruefully. “I don’t have anyone in my company yet either, if that makes you feel better.”

      Elisabeth smiled then and reached out and caught her sister’s hand. “Thank you, Helen. I suppose I’ve been foolish.”

      “That’s all right. I just don’t care as much as you, about this…” Helen looked down for a moment. Then she looked up and smiled. “We can go out looking for warriors together if you like. When they see the choice between the two of us, you’ll be certain to get first pick.”
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        * * *

      

      “Lisi, you should use a compass, you can’t make proper circles that way.”

      “Why don’t you draw them, then?” Analisia said crossly, dropping her pen. “You’re the one who is so good at everything.”

      Aranin looked up, startled, from the seemingly endless pile of entry slips registering the various commanders of the two countries, and the even more endless badges that he was making for each team. He couldn’t imagine why anyone would think he was good at everything, or anything really. Analisia and Tatyana were among the very few people who would even treat him as remotely equal. “Where did that come from? I only told you to use a compass. No one can draw a target without one.”

      “Here, you can borrow mine.” Tatyana pulled a compass from her pocket. “Catch.”

      Analisia turned instinctively and caught it in both hands. She stood, biting her lower lip, and her cheeks flushed a little. “Thanks,” she said in a low voice. Then she added, “I’m sorry, Aranin, but these stupid targets go on forever. Why do we need so many, anyway?”

      Tatyana sucked the thumb that she had just hit with a hammer. “The horseback archery competition wouldn’t be much fun if there were only two or three targets, and we don’t want them in the same place over and over.”

      Aranin glued a piece of ribbon to one of the wooden badges he had painted earlier, wondering how to cheer his sister up. “You want to ride the course against me when we get it finished? That would make it more fun, right?”

      Analisia blushed and nodded.

      Tatyana stopped hammering on the target stands and looked up. “I’ll time you.”

      Analisia smiled. “Thank you. That would be fun. I guess I’m a little sad that I don’t get to compete with the rest of you.” The competitions were only for warriors, and Analisia had never wished so much that she had been allowed to join the guard with Aranin.

      “I’ll fence with you any time you ask,” Tatyana said with a kindly smile.

      “You’d beat me so easily. I’m not even a warrior, and you’re a captain, and you’re so much older… I probably wouldn’t even be good practice.”

      “Nonsense. I’d be happy to.”

      Aranin was grateful to Tatyana for saying that. He could see she was humoring Analisia, in the kind, big-sisterly look in her eyes and the way she moved her hands, but it was faint. Analisia didn’t notice. Analisia had shown talent with the sword since she’d talked Tatyana into teaching her when she was fifteen, but even so she was no match for Aranin now that he was an apprentice, let alone Tatyana. Still, he knew Tatyana would make it even.

      Aranin looked down and smiled at the purple pansy he was painting. There were a lot of them, but it was fun, and he was really happy he had been asked to do them.

      He hadn’t made a big deal about competing to Analisia. It was hard to talk to her about it when he knew she wanted to and couldn’t, but he was very proud that his father had asked him to be in his company for the tournament. There were so many warriors and, as high commander, Louranin could have anyone he wanted. There was no reason he need take any apprentices, and yet the very night after Aranin came home his father had asked him. He could remember every detail. He had been reading in his room when Father came in and asked to talk to him. Louranin was a big, burly man, powerfully built, with a strong, straight nose and intense blue eyes in a hard, square-jawed face. He had innate power, too, and a gruff, hard manner, and even now that Aranin was fully grown he still felt like a nervous little boy in his presence. “I want to put you on my team, my son,” Louranin had said. Just like that. Of course Aranin had thanked him and promised several times that he would do his best. He had been dazed after Father left, and he still couldn’t believe it. Aranin had been an apprentice four years, but he still had four more before he’d be a man and a full warrior, and he’d always felt like he was a bit of a disappointment to his father. Yet, Father had asked him. Aranin was proud and also terrified. He wasn’t sure he could fight with so many people watching him, and it would be horrible if he messed up for Father.

      “Can I make all the targets in different colors?” Analisia asked.

      “I don’t see why not. It just makes it more challenging if they aren’t always the same,” Tatyana said with a smile. She swung the hammer again, the beam slipped, and she hit her finger yet again. “Ow.” Her lips went thin. She held her finger in her other hand, whispering a soothing charm. “I’m no good at this.”

      “Why don’t you help me paint targets?” Analisia said, holding out a paint brush.

      “All right, I think Joseph’s coming home with Margaret’s company this afternoon, maybe he’ll do it.” Tatyana put the hammer on the table and joined Analisia. “I’m going to start with one in six shades of green. That should be hard, especially if we put it in a tree.”

      There were a couple quick steps in the lane and a tall, lean young man in the simple tunic and trousers of a returning guardsman vaulted over the gate into the yard with the easy grace of a cat.

      Joseph beamed at them each in turn. “I think I heard my cue, ladies and gentleman. Carpenter at your service.” He bowed so low he fell over and did a roll forward, landing in a straddle with his chin in his hands, looking up at them. His silver-gray eyes danced with fun, and he shook his messy chocolate-brown hair out of his flushed oval face.

      Analisia laughed and Tatyana and Aranin smiled.

      “Do you really have that good of timing?” Tatyana asked, her large steel-gray eyes twinkling too.

      “Oh, maybe not quite.” He shrugged and got to his feet. “I was going to come see how things were going, and when I heard you complaining about carpentry I waited, hoping to get a cue.”

      “Well, you got it. I have smashed my fingers enough times.”

      Joseph picked up the hammer and skillfully pulled out the bent nail. Then he smiled at Tatyana. “I shall endeavor to be the savior of your thumbs, my illustrious princess,” he said in a grandiose tone, holding up the hammer like a sword and striking a pose of ostentatious pride that was a very good imitation of a certain class of illustrations of heroes.

      Tatyana and Analisia laughed, and Joseph let down the pose, laughing too. Aranin watched with amusement and didn’t drop his eyes to his work until Joseph had actually started on the target stand. For all his silliness, Joseph was a careful and skillful set designer, and his hands moved with ease over the wood and nails. Aranin respected him for that, even if he was a little too goofy for his taste sometimes.

      “Can my badge be one of those cute cartoon puppies you used to draw on your slate?” Joseph asked ten minutes later. “Something like this?” He put his hands up like paws, cocked his head sideways, and grinned.

      Everyone laughed.

      In a few quick strokes with a bit of charcoal Aranin made a sketch. He held it up. “Like this?” He kept his voice serious, but a smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. The sketch was of a puppy with large floppy ears and a silly grin, begging on its hind legs.

      Joseph beamed. “Perfect.”

      There was another long, industrious silence. A lark was singing in an apple tree over their heads and a soft breeze blew through the private back garden of the royal house. It was a lovely late-summer afternoon. A few insects chirped in the bushes, and more birds sang from other trees around them. The air in the shade was mild and comfortable. Only Joseph’s hammer broke the peace of the nature sounds.

      “Tatyana,” Aranin said as he added careful details to the image of a golden deer on the badge for Elisabeth. “What would you want to have on the badges for your team?”

      Tatyana frowned a little and paused with her paintbrush hovering in midair. “I don’t know… I suppose Father should have the Royal Star, and Sebastian the Golden Lily now that he’s prince of Westtower, but for me…” She stared at her work without seeing it. “A white rose, maybe, to symbolize eternal devotion.” Her voice dropped and she said, “I may never be queen, but I will always serve my people.” There was a slight break in her voice, and Analisia heard it.

      “Oh, Tatyana, of course you’ll be queen. You’re the noblest person I’ve ever met, and you work so hard.”

      Tatyana smiled weakly. “Thanks, you flatter me. I do try as hard as I can, and we will see if that’s good enough. If it isn’t, well then…” Her voice trailed off. Then she added, “Since he got his guardianship, I keep dreaming that Sebastian is king. I don’t know why. I suppose I’m just nervous about the tournament.” She dipped her brush into the paint a little too forcefully.

      “Don’t worry, Tatyana,” Joseph said with a smile. “We all know you can do it.”

      “Of course we do.” Analisia looked up at her friend with shining eyes full of confidence. Then she dropped her eyes back to her paints. “And you know, when you do become queen, it will mean a lot more than it will for me. I mean, sure, if I was stupid, or terribly shy, my mother could have found a cousin, or second cousin or someone that would do it. At least she didn’t do that, but I don’t really have to do anything to become queen.”

      “You have to care about your people the way your mother does,” Tatyana said softly. “You have to study a lot and put up with ambassadors and that sort of thing.”

      “Yeah, and follow a lot of rules,” Analisia muttered. “But there’s no test. No one has to vote me worthy, and so how do I know if my people respect me or not?”

      “You will be able to tell, and I’m sure they will. You will be a good queen.”

      “Thank you.” Analisia washed her brush. “I’m going in to ask Lady Josephine for some water, do you want some?”

      They all said they would, and she ran off towards the house. Joseph was sawing a board. Tatyana worked on her target in silence, and Aranin started on the white roses thinking about the nobility in Tatyana’s desire to serve her people. “I know,” he said slowly, “in Efrim a prince is nothing. No duties, or opportunities. It is only an honor in name, and not much of one at that, but whenever I’m with you and Sebastian I start feeling like I have some kind of duty I should be doing for my people.”

      A trace of a smile came to Tatyana’s lips. “Why not? I know our cultures are different, but there are lots of men and women in both our countries who feel the need to serve their people, and growing up in the royal house, how can you help but feel it more deeply?”

      Aranin expertly dabbed a little paint to create the shadow of the curving inner petal of a rose. “The funny thing is I mostly feel it when I’m with you, not at home. I mean, Father is proud of coming from a long line of generals, and he wants me to make a name for myself in the army. But I cannot say I care about that, although I try my best not to be a disappointment. Mother talks to Analisia about duty all the time, but never to me. I don’t know… Father pressures me, but you make me feel the nobility of it. Make me feel why I’m doing this.”

      21 September, YA 1121: Eldirad

      Helen was in the fields by the road, helping her mother dig potatoes and keeping a bit more than one eye on the road to Westtower. It was the evening before the tournament, and the sun was setting in a glory of rose and gold.

      “You missed three in this hole,” her mother said close beside her.

      “Oh, sorry.” Helen blushed a little and looked down at her work, picking several fine large golden potatoes out of the crumbly dirt.

      When she glanced up again there were horses on the road in the distance. She looked at her mother. “Do you mind too much if I go to meet them now?” She stood, already dusting off her hands.

      Her mother smiled her gentle smile. “No, dearie. I’ll just finish this up.”

      Helen didn’t wait to say more. She left her trowel on the ground and ran towards the approaching horses. They were coming at a trot, and it was only a minute before she reached them. Sebastian saw her coming and swung down from his horse at the side of the road. The others waved as they trotted on towards the city, and Sebastian walked towards her with his arms out and a timid but hopeful expression on his face. She felt so much love for him, and regret for making him sad, her heart seemed like it would burst. She ran into his arms, and he picked her up around the waist and spun her in a circle. He set her down on her feet and they held each other close for a minute. Then she released him.

      They both looked down and their cheeks flushed a little.

      A single tear shone on his cheek, and there was a slight smile on his lips. He held her hand tight. “I’m home for a whole week, anyway,” he whispered after a moment. He shook off the tear and grew paler and graver, his eyes on his boots.

      She looked up into his handsome face. Right now, her fears seemed very far away, and a little foolish. She was so tempted to ignore them and be happy. She longed to see his eyes light up the way she knew they would if she told him she had changed her mind. Yet she knew she couldn’t. She made herself smile. “We will make the most of every minute of it,” she said with conviction.

      He smiled, too, just a little, and dropped a hesitant kiss on her cheek. “Yes, my dear.” He put a hand out to catch his horse’s reins before he wandered off. Then he added, “I pray to the Stars that I won’t have to fight you in the tournament.”

      “Yes, me too.” She took his free hand and they started to walk towards the city together.

      As they walked past the fields and came in among the houses of the city they felt a little more comfortable. Helen’s shoulders relaxed and Sebastian smiled more. He led his horse along beside them as they talked about the tournament and which of their friends they thought were training hardest for different competitions.

      “I believe Elisabeth and Tatyana both have their hearts set on the team event,” Helen said as they turned up the street towards the royal house.

      “Yeah, last time I saw Tatyana she hardly talked about anything else, except the long forest run… she has a chance at that one. She’s swift as a deer.”

      Helen nodded. “I think Elisabeth would give almost anything to win the singles sword fight competition too.”

      “Joseph keeps talking about looking forward to the archery contests, but I think Tatyana’s the one for that. He might just be joking since he played an archer in the last play they did. Although, I think he’s serious about wanting to win something. In his last letter he had half a dozen different possibilities, mostly real long shots, but you know…” He laughed slightly. “He told me Jane was teasing him to win, and I think he meant it. Said she promised not to make fun of the national guard for at least a year if he would win her one of the silver pins being made for the champions to wear at their wedding.” The energy in Sebastian’s tone broke off and the last word was said very low.

      Helen swallowed and couldn’t make herself speak for a minute. Joseph and Jane had been betrothed for a year; she had asked him the day he turned thirty, and they were getting married next month. It would be a pleasant party, and Helen was happy for Joseph. Jane was a nice, cheerful person. She was a skilled actress and musician and very loyal to Joseph, if a little too chatty for Helen’s taste. All the same, it would be really hard, especially for Sebastian, to see his best friend married right now. “I’ll be cheering for him,” she said weakly.

      Sebastian didn’t speak. They said goodbye at the entrance to the royal stable and Helen walked home slowly, not seeing the bustling town around her. She felt tormented, her heart so heavy it weighed her down. If only it didn’t have to be this way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            The Tournament

          

          22-25 September, YA 1121

        

      

    

    
      Eldirad

      At eight o’clock in the morning, the Efrim party approached Eldirad and children waiting on the road ran ahead into the city shouting with excitement. The Efrim marched into the square led by three beautiful women on fine white horses. In the center was Queen Evelina, wearing a long, soft aqua-blue silk gown covered in pearls. She was not an especially tall woman, curvy and a little plump, but she held herself with imposing dignity. The Efrim crown of pearl, silver, and diamond worked in large white flowers glistened in her golden-brown hair. At her right hand was the crown princess Analisia, bare headed and dressed in pink silk with a white flower pin matching those in the Efrim crown at her throat. On the left rode the retired queen, Tinianna, in a lavender gown with jewels shimmering in her white hair. The warriors came next. Men and a few women in sparkling mail vests, very much like those the Eldir warriors wore, with the emblems of their houses in embroidery and jewels on their belts and sword scabbards. Louranin, as prince consort and high commander of Efrim, rode at the head of the warriors, and behind him came the generals, the captains, and the common soldiers.

      From where Aranin rode at the back with the other apprentices he couldn’t even see his father, let alone the royal party, but he could see the Eldir royalty gathered on the steps above to greet them. This was one of those few occasions when the royal family of Eldir stood apart. They all waited on the royal house porch to meet their guests in their finest silk embroidered shirts and dresses. Edward looked very royal, with the seldom-worn crown of stars in his dark hair, and Sebastian stood beside him wearing the silver circlet of the prince of Westtower and the Golden Lily on his breast. On one side of them stood Clara and Tatyana, both very beautiful in fine silk gowns, and on the other, the retired queen Josephine and her consort.

      The Efrim civilians coming just behind the apprentices were talking and laughing, and there was gayety in the air. As they entered the big square before the royal house steps there were cheers and greetings from the Eldir warriors and the crowds of Eldir civilians, in silk and satin festival clothes, sparkling with jewels. Aranin saw Helen and Elisabeth standing with Joseph and Jane and waved. They all waved back.





OEBPS/images/stars.jpg
* R Rk A *





OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png







This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




OEBPS/images/title-page.jpg
MORGANNA CUMMINGS

OMIN

OF THE

SHADOW

CHRONICLES OF THE GUARDED REALM:
THE SHADOW WARS





OEBPS/images/large-area-map.jpg





OEBPS/images/smaller-scale-map.jpg





OEBPS/images/morganna-cummings_ebook.jpg
MORGANNA CUMMIINGS

/
CHRONICLES OF THE GUARDED REALM:
THE SHADOW WARS






