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  PROLOGUE




   “Stand there!” It was a soldier’s voice, loud across the yard. “Stop in the name of the king!”




  Ariana rocked onto her half-numbed feet and prepared to illuminate the yard with a blaze of magical light.




  Something hummed above her, like the string of a lute badly plucked, and Ariana looked up. There was so little moon, yet she had the impression of something in the air—




  Something swept over her, so close that it ruffled her hair. She flattened to the ground without thinking, instinctively ducking but too late. The creature whooshed on, and she had an impression of great wings in the dark.




  A thud and a gasp, and then a second soldier gave a cry of alarm. Answering cries came from all sides.




  Ariana blinked, caught her breath, realized she should have acted. She crawled forward and pushed her hand before her, cupping magic into a ball of incandescent energy to light the yard.




  In the cone of light, the yard was empty but for one soldier kneeling over the bleeding form of the other.




  CHAPTER ONE




  Four days before




  Jaw clenched, Shianan jogged to the courtyard gate, where his little company awaited him. Replacing a broken boot buckle had delayed him, and he hated to be late to meet them. He really should have an orderly, but the thought of someone invading his personal terrain and quarters chafed.




  His assigned company this time was a dozen and a half experienced fighters, nearly all men with one woman. At the end of the line, two grey mages waited for their official welcome. One was a lean, scruffy man, tall and casual in his posture, and the other was—




  “My lady,” he said, believing he was doing a fine job of concealing his surprise and frustration. “I did not know you were accompanying us on this mission.” He would have noted her name, so this must have been a last-minute exchange.




  “I traded,” Ariana said. “I wanted to come and see more of what it is that needs to be done out on the open plains.”




  “My lady, this is a real mission, and we expect real combat. I am not here to guide a sightseeing tour for the inexperienced.”




  He saw her tiny flinch, but when she answered her voice was steady. “I am a grey mage here, and so without a title.” She held his eyes. “Sir.”




  On one hand, he admired that. She was not nobility and held no rank of her own, and it would have seemed presumptuous to rely upon her father’s rank in this situation. On the other hand, even she had admitted that she lacked real experience, and he had seen she was not familiar with fighting the Ryuven out in the open countryside. “One might think a grey mage would understand that a military unit would want a mage of some useful experience.”




  “One might think a commander would approve of someone trying to gain experience in order to become more useful.”




  Well, she wasn’t wrong. And as he had just told his troops last week that he would be dividing recruits among veteran patrols, any rebuttal now would sound inconsistent at the least. He wondered if Ariana had heard his announcement, had heard of it, or had just chosen his own argument.




  He looked at the lean, scruffy grey mage standing beside her, but the man kept his eyes neutrally forward, wisely declining to engage in this clearly personal conflict.




  Well, she would need experience, if she hoped to enter the Great Circle. The Shard they had brought back together was supposed to end this conflict, but magical solutions had failed before, and she could only benefit by first-hand knowledge. And this was likely to be a small cleanup mission, not major combat, so it was a good choice to introduce a grey mage to the details of fighting Ryuven on the plains. “All right, let’s move out then. Everyone keep up a good pace.”




  They made their way out the north gate of Alham, with the morning sun bright on the hills far to the west. Shianan felt lighter, freer, as if a lead-weighted cloak slipped from his shoulders as they left the city. It was good to be outside, out in the open, out where he was nothing but himself, a man with a task and a task he was good at. It was good to have a simple objective and a clear way to fulfill it. Here on the plains he was only the commander and everything was easier.




  Too bad all that he wanted was in the city of Alham.




  They walked north for two days. Almost he expected that Ariana would complain, but their spring journey must have toughened her, for she kept pace with the experienced soldiers and made no complaint. She spoke of magic with the other grey mage and asked questions of the soldiers, pulling from them stories of their experiences and patrols and boredom and excitement. There was a curious tension at first between her and the single female soldier, but that dissipated quickly enough that Shianan thought he might have imagined it.




  When they arrived at Miller’s Race, a group of villagers came out to meet them. It was difficult to miss the approach of his contingent of soldiers across the open plain. “We’re happy to see you, officer,” said a man Shianan assumed was the headman of the village. “We had another raid again last night, and this time we got a man hurt bad.”




  “I’m Commander Becknam, and I’ll want you to tell me everything you know about what’s been happening here.”




  “Of course, of course. Please come this way. It’s not much of a public room, not compared to what a city can boast, but it’s comfortable and the ale is dark.”




  The raids here had begun early in the season, when there wasn’t much produce to steal. The Ryuven were typically smart enough to wait until near harvest, when raids increased dramatically, but they did steal year-round. Still, Shianan knew to keep open the option of human bandits as well. 




  If human bandits were a likely possibility, then his highly visible approach across the king’s road would have been unhelpful, but he didn’t really have many options.
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