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      Wardin smelled home before he saw it, the wind carrying a hint of the cedar smoke of Avadare’s fires along with the sleet that pelted his face. He quickened his pace despite the heaviness in his legs. Beside him, Quinn did the same as they came over the final rise.

      They were challenged before they reached the village by a pair of soldiers at the end of the road, but the sentries quickly bowed when Wardin pulled back his hood.

      “Highness, we were hoping you’d be back tonight.” Katelin’s voice was as slight as she was, and her words were nearly carried away by the wind. “We had a newcomer a few hours ago. They’re holding him at the Dragon. The archmagister has requested that you join her there as soon as you’re able.”

      Wardin nearly groaned aloud. He’d been counting on a warm meal and an even warmer fire. And afterward, some honey cakes, and a book, and Rowena snoring at his feet.

      Quinn felt much the same, judging by the dejected look he gave the flask of warm spiced mead Katelin was offering. “You’ll want me to come with you, I suppose?”

      Wardin took pity on the old soldier, and waved him back. “Have a drink, then go and see that widow you’re so fond of. This will be someone else come to join us, or someone else come to sabotage us. I don’t see why either should delay your dinner.”

      That had been the way of it, since they’d driven Prince Tobin and his father the king away from the magistery. In these mountains, a military campaign in the winter was imprudent, to say the least. But that didn’t stop either side from engaging in espionage and petty raids. Nearly five hundred men and women, many of them former students, had come to Pendralyn to join Wardin. Once in a while, one of the new arrivals would prove to be a Harthian agent.

      Despite that nuisance, this state of affairs suited Wardin fine, for the moment. In generations past, Eyrdish kings had discouraged aggression mainly by irritating their enemies away, although the songs and tales of the glories of his house never put it in such terms. Knowing he would be outmatched in a pitched battle by the superior numbers and experience of the Harths, Wardin had taken up that tradition.

      Most of his Eyrdish rebels were faceless and nameless. They were scattered around the country, going about their daily lives, mining, weaving, tending their sheep, practicing their trades. They bided their time, until Wardin came and called upon them. Then they would wreak havoc, killing enemy soldiers, destroying food stores and supplies, stealing their own silver back from the Harths.

      When it was over, the raiders shed their dark cloaks and disguises and resumed their lives. Wardin and whoever he’d brought with him—usually Quinn, sometimes others—faded away, back to Pendralyn, where Tobin had already learned quite painfully he could not follow. Not without the army his father would bring when the snow melted.

      As he walked through Avadare, Wardin was greeted by several more soldiers patrolling the streets. He kept the village well defended, and its boundaries watched at all times. Though Tobin couldn’t get to the magistery itself, on occasion he attempted a raid of his own at its doorstep. Villagers were attacked, fires set, livestock poisoned.

      And then, of course, there were the spies. Wardin couldn’t imagine why the prince bothered. It wasn’t as though they ever returned.

      Perhaps Tobin didn’t realize that Wardin had a foolproof way of getting the truth from a man. Funny, King Bramwell had spent years with Draven Rath’s inkwell on his desk. But perhaps he’d never understood what it could do. Had he even realized it was enchanted?

      The common room at the Dragon was full of the tempting smells and sights of food and mead, but Wardin was given no time to linger. Polly immediately gestured at him from behind the bar. “About time you got here. Get yourself to the back of the north wing.”

      Wardin grinned at the frizzy-haired, willowy innkeeper. “Why, thank you for the kind welcome. And really, you need to stop being so formal with me. There’s no reason to be intimidated, you know, just because I’m your prince.”

      She snorted. “I’m only thinking of you. I think you’ll find this new visitor an interesting one.”

      “Oh?”

      “Well, Erietta didn’t take him into the magistery, so she can’t have admitted him into your service. But she ordered a meal, so he’s a guest, not a prisoner.” Polly leaned forward, elbows on the bar. “And you know it must take someone special for the archmagister to give up a dinner at Pendralyn in favor of my food.”

      Wardin laughed. “Erietta loves your food. Everyone does.”

      She waved the compliment away. “But I haven’t got that touch of magic to season it with, have I? There’s enough back there for you too, though, and Quinn if he’s coming. Mutton pies and rosemary fritters.”

      There, finally, was some good news. Wardin thanked Polly and followed her directions to the room where Erietta sat with a hook-nosed stranger whose lank brown hair fell over deep-set eyes. He didn’t look much older than Erietta or Wardin himself.

      The man wasn’t bound, and she’d ordered a good cask of mead—spiced and laced with cherries, her favorite—as well as dinner. Not an enemy, then. But his sullen expression was not that of a friendly guest enjoying the archmagister’s company. Polly was right: this was an interesting case.

      Both Erietta and the stranger stood, and the latter bowed. “Highness. My name is Corbin. I bring you greetings from Dain, Baron of Heathbire.”

      Wardin’s brows shot up as he looked to Erietta, who nodded wordlessly at the table. The inkwell sat beside a mountain of fritters that momentarily distracted Wardin from the more pressing matters at hand. He could just see the corner of a sheet of paper peeking out from beneath the platter.

      “He’s come to deliver a message,” Erietta said. “He wouldn’t say what, but he was willing to answer questions on intent. Whatever this message is, he has no plans to lie, mislead, manipulate, or harm.”

      “Greetings, is it?” Wardin gestured for them to sit while he moved about the table, filling his plate. “Seems an odd message for a Harthian baron to send you into enemy territory for. He might have sent a letter, if he only wanted to say hello.”

      The admittedly lackluster joke appeared to be lost on Corbin, who curled his lip as though examining something vaguely disgusting. “I bring greetings to begin with, Highness. As is customary and proper. Manners, you know. Perhaps you didn’t realize, having been raised … outside your station.”

      Erietta hid a laugh behind her hand. Wardin didn’t meet her eye, and kept his own expression mild as he took a seat across from Corbin. “Is that so? Well, I appreciate the lesson.” He raised his mug of mead in a mock salute. “If it’s greetings to start, you’d better tell me how it ends. You can speak freely in front of the archmagister. I’ve had a long walk through bad weather, and I’d rather not linger any longer than it takes me to finish this meal.”

      Corbin raised his own mug, sniffed its contents, and set it back down again. “I may be able to help you with that, as it happens.”

      “With the meal?” Wardin chuckled. “I think I can manage it on my own. Or did you perhaps wish to instruct me on table manners? I’ll admit they may not be very good tonight. I’m starving, and Polly’s mutton pie is very good.”

      Once again, Corbin did not smile. “With the walking. His lordship would like to meet with you. In the foothills, not far from Heath Castle.”

      “That sounds like more walking to me.” Wardin knew he ought to stop teasing, but the man was so humorless, so haughty, it was difficult to resist.

      “There is a certain breeder near the border,” Corbin said. “The baron would like to introduce you. He understands you’ve been making inquiries about horses. These are very special mounts. Suitable for cavalry, but also bred with challenging terrain in mind.”

      Wardin put down his fork; his mouth was gaping far too wide for eating. “The Baron of Heathbire would like me to travel into Harth—where the price on my head has risen quite high, I understand—to meet a horse breeder. So that he might supply me with chargers I can use in battle against his own king. Against his own retainers and foot soldiers, assuming they’re called into service. His own people.”

      Corbin pressed his lips together. “He has his reasons.”

      “Yes, I’m sure he does,” Wardin said with a laugh. “To find out if I’m fool enough to walk directly into an obvious trap, perhaps.”

      Erietta leaned toward Corbin, hand to one side of her mouth, and spoke in an exaggerated whisper. “I think you’ll find he’s not.” But she turned to Wardin and gestured at the inkwell. “You should know, though, that if it is a trap, the baron didn’t tell Corbin about it. I asked every variation on ill intent I could think of, and he passed every question. He isn’t aware of anything like that.”

      “Perhaps,” Wardin said. “But his being unaware of a thing doesn’t make it impossible. Or even unlikely.”

      “In this case, it does. I’m his kin, and I have his confidence.” Corbin took an apparently reluctant sip of mead. No doubt he was longing for Harthian wine. “Is it so hard to believe his lordship might have taken an interest in you? Your family does have ties to Heathbire.”

      Wardin crossed his arms. “My family did have ties to Heathbire. That’s in the past. As your lord well knows.”

      It was audacious of this emissary, and the baron he served, to even bring up the connection. Wardin’s grandfather—King Bramwell’s uncle—had once been the Baron of Heathbire himself. The current baron’s family had come into the title and lands as a direct result of the Ladimores being stripped of both, after Hawkin’s ill-fated rebellion against the prohibition of magic ended in his death.

      “I don’t only speak of Baron Hawkin,” Corbin said. “Though he is, of course, remembered in Heathbire and throughout the moorlands. Songs are still sung of his courage and honor.”

      “Songs are of little use to him now,” Wardin said flatly. “Or to his family. What is this other tie you speak of, then?”

      “Are you aware that my lord’s late wife was an Eyrd?”

      “I was not.”

      “She was the sister of someone you once knew. Someone who had a particular allegiance to your family.”

      Wardin waved his hand. “Out with it, then, if you don’t mind. I’m tired, and I haven’t the patience—or the manners—for riddles.”

      Corbin cleared his throat and pushed a limp lock of hair behind one ear. “The late baroness’s brother is Pate Forthwind. As we understand it, you’ve been making inquiries about him, too.”

      Wardin took a long swallow of mead to hide his face. He wouldn’t give the man another slack-jawed look. He’d been searching for news of the former high commander of the Eyrdish army for weeks.

      Pate Forthwind was still considered a hero among his countrymen, many of whom had once been more eager to follow him than Wardin’s father, their rightful king. If Pate was still alive, and could be convinced to join them, he would no doubt be invaluable in recruiting support for the rebellion.

      But Wardin’s search had gone nowhere. He knew nothing of Pate’s sister. He didn’t remember ever meeting her.

      “Assuming that’s true, it doesn’t necessarily follow that your baron knows where Pate is now,” Erietta said. “Or that they were ever even on friendly terms. Many a Harth-Eyrd marriage was made in those days, to try to keep the peace. Most were not love matches.”

      One side of Corbin’s mouth twitched in what Wardin supposed was meant to be a smile. “But some were, as he well knows.” He jerked his head at Wardin. “I’m told your parents were in love.”

      “I fail to see the relevance of that.”

      Corbin inclined his head. “You’re right. That was merely personal curiosity. I’ve heard a great deal about your mother. It seems the whole lot of them were in love with her.”

      “The whole lot of who?”

      “Your father, your uncle … and my father. I’m Pate’s son, as it happens.”

      Wardin shook his head, ignoring the comments about his mother. This Harth was likely motivated more by a desire to provoke him than so-called curiosity. “I don’t remember Pate all that well, but he and his family lived in Narinore when I was a boy. I remember his children. Two daughters.”

      Corbin shrugged, his face impassive. “I’m his bastard. So when I tell you that we know where Pate is—and that he might be amenable to taking up your cause—you can trust that I’m telling the truth.”

      Wardin looked at Erietta. “Did any of this come out when you were questioning him?”

      She shook her head, eyes narrowed at Corbin. “No, but I’m sure he’d be happy to write it all down now.”

      Happy was perhaps not the right word, but it was difficult for Wardin to imagine this sullen man happy under any circumstances. Corbin was willing, at least. They stacked some of the empty dishes to give him room, and after dipping the pen in the inkwell, he wrote:

      I am Pate Forthwind’s son. Being a bastard and unwelcome in his home, I was raised in Heathbire by my aunt. But I have been in constant contact with my father. As has my uncle the baron, even after his wife died. If you will come to Heathbire and hear the baron out, we may be willing to arrange a meeting.

      “Hear him out about what?” Wardin asked. “I thought he wanted to show me some horses.”

      His lordship is aware that you want both horses and Pate’s support. He may be able to assist you with those matters. Naturally, he expects something in return.

      “And what is that?” Wardin asked.

      Corbin set down the pen and crossed his arms. “The baron’s business is for him to discuss with you.”

      Wardin clenched a fist. No lie could be written with ink drawn from the inkwell, but that didn’t mean it could compel a man to write. Those they found occasion to interrogate rarely refused, knowing that would be taken as an admission of guilt. But this was a foreign emissary on a diplomatic mission, at least on the surface. He wasn’t bound to answer any question.

      “It’s a rather simple proposal, Highness,” Corbin said, though judging by his tone, he had little faith in Wardin’s ability to grasp even simple things. “I can bring you to see the horses. You can judge them for yourself. And while you’re there, you can have a conversation with the baron, and decide whether you might have mutual interests.”

      Erietta cleared her throat. “I’m taking other measures back at the magistery, Highness, to see if there’s anything else we might learn about Corbin’s visit.”

      Corbin’s eyes snapped to her, lively for the first time since Wardin came into the room. “Really? I assume you mean some sort of forecasting or divination. What do you use? Crystals?”

      “I’m sorry, we don’t share magistery secrets with outsiders. Especially those representing the nobility of a country we are at war with, even if that noble does claim to want to help us.” Erietta gave the man a bright, fake smile. “I’m sure you understand.”

      Wardin rubbed the back of his neck. Other measures almost certainly meant Arun and his crow’s bones, which he often used for the purposes Corbin suggested. They teased him about it often—mainly because they knew it annoyed him—but Wardin had come to respect it. He would wait to give his answer until he heard his friend’s opinion on the matter.

      “You took his weapons, I assume?” he asked Erietta.

      “Axe and dagger,” she said with a nod.

      “Very well.” He looked back at Corbin. “You will be our guest at the inn this evening.”

      Corbin pressed his lips into a thin line, nostrils flaring. “I’d hoped to be your guest at the magistery.”

      He was a bold one, Wardin would give him that. “I’m afraid that’s out of the question. You will have your answer tomorrow, and then you will return to Harth. Either with me, or without.”
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        * * *

      

      Owing to the many private meetings required of him, Wardin had moved out of his small room in the battlemage hall in favor of chambers in the manor, complete with a sitting area and a small nook for dining. This wider variety of furniture to choose from was much appreciated by Rowena, who was curled up in an expensive silk-covered armchair, snoring.

      “My next guest will not appreciate all the hair you’re leaving behind.”

      The blackhound jerked awake at the sound of Wardin’s voice, and leaped from the chair to greet him.

      “I know, I know, it was a bit longer than usual this time.” He stretched out beside her on the carpet, rubbing her belly. “We went all the way out west. There are three less Harthian mining bosses out there, and there’s a great deal more silver in the pockets of some of our people. Enough to get them through the winter, at least. So you can see it was worth it.”

      Rowena thumped her tail against the floor, presumably in agreement.

      “That is good news. But you really shouldn’t leave your door open if you’re going to be describing raids in detail to the dog.”

      Wardin rolled over to see Arun leaning in the doorway. “True, you never know what sorts of shifty characters are lurking in the corridors. Come in.”

      “I’ve got another shifty character with me.” Arun jerked his thumb over his shoulder as Odger followed him into the room.

      The boy was one of the few students left at Pendralyn, now that they’d suspended instruction. Instead of regular schooling he spent most of his time with Arun, as an apprentice of sorts or, on occasion, general servant. Arun said Odger had a talent for the bones—the only other sage he’d ever encountered who did—and had been working with him to cultivate it.

      Wardin sat up. “Is this about the bones, then? Erietta told me you were seeing if you could come up with anything about my guest from Harth.”

      Odger swallowed. His eyes darted around the room, resting only on those things that couldn’t look back at him. He wouldn’t even meet Rowena’s eye when she rose to greet the newcomers.

      Wardin chuckled. “And judging by your face, I guess you did, and it wasn’t anything good.”

      “Right on both counts.” Arun plopped down in the chair Rowena had just vacated. “I didn’t get much, but Odger did. He may be getting even better at this than I am. I’m quite put out by it. Anyway, he has some bad news. He seems to be afraid you’ll behead him for it.”

      “Nasty business, beheading. More work than you’d think, and I’m awfully tired. So you’re safe for tonight.” Wardin took the other armchair, and gestured at a bench near the fire. He waited until Odger sat, then added, “I assure you, Odger, I’m not so attached to this emissary that I’ll grieve to hear you speak ill of him.”

      “It’s not about him.” Odger was still looking at the floor, and spoke almost too softly to hear. “At least, I don’t think it is.” He started biting one of his fingernails, but at a stern cough from Arun, jerked his hand back to his lap and sat up straighter. When he finally started talking, the words came quickly.

      “This visitor has something of great use. A boon. It could even be the thing that wins the war. I see your path with this man ending in triumph.”

      “Ah.” Wardin leaned back in his chair, keeping his face slack, though his pulse thrummed in his ears. He didn’t want to show the boy just how desperately he—they—needed such a boon. Or several. And even then, Eyrdon might well be doomed.

      Wardin had only just decided to try to win his kingdom back, when he’d received a mocking letter from Bramwell informing him of Harth’s new alliance with Aldarine. Together they intended to eradicate the scourge of magic and the house of Rath for good.

      For a green young prince leading a band of rebels that could barely be called an army, besting either kingdom would be challenging, to put it mildly.

      Besting both together was impossible.

      And yet Wardin must find a way to do it. Perhaps he’d just been presented with one. He raised his brows at Odger. “And what is so horrible about victory that I’d want to behead you over it?”

      “It’s a bloody victory.” The boy’s eyes dropped again. “It comes with a cost.”

      “I would expect both. And if you’re talking about a personal cost, you don’t have to worry about me getting angry over that. I’m willing to pay it, whatever it is.”

      “It’s not your blood,” Odger whispered.

      The fritters and pie rolled in Wardin’s stomach, but he kept his voice even. “Whose is it?”

      Odger shook his head. “I don’t know. But there’s something else, at the end of this path. Triumph and blood and …” he swallowed one last time before spitting out the word at last. “Treachery.”

      “So this is some sort of trap, then.” Wardin rubbed his chin. “Well, I can’t say I’m surprised. Still, we may be able to turn whatever the baron’s scheme is in our favor. To get this boon you speak of.”

      “It’s not that, Highness,” Odger said. “I couldn’t say whether anyone’s trying to trap you or not, but the treachery I’m sensing isn’t … I don’t believe the baron is the traitor.”

      “Then who is?”

      Odger looked down at his hands and mumbled, “You’re the traitor.”
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        * * *

      

      You’re the traitor.

      No wonder the boy had been so afraid. Odger knew Wardin’s family history. Everyone did. Wardin Rath was the only son of the most infamous traitor Eyrdon had ever known.

      Wardin walked past the keep and across the grounds, nodding at those he passed, responding automatically to greetings, barely registering the words. Rowena padded along beside him, tail wagging, as if she didn’t have a single care. Perhaps she didn’t. She trusted him, after all. As did all the people in front of him on the practice yard, already at work despite the early hour.

      Perhaps they were wrong to. But at least that trust in their faces, their waves and calls, meant that Odger had kept his promise not to repeat what the bones had told him to anyone else.

      The archers were improving, Wardin noted, though he suspected it would be some time yet before he had a skilled light infantry of any significant size. The longbow—a difficult weapon to master even under ideal circumstances—had been forbidden to Eyrds since the last war. While their arrows flew across one half of the yard, the other side teemed with the spells and chatter of dozens of former students, now grown, who had come back to Pendralyn to train and retrain in magical combat.

      Things were coming along. But for what? Were all of their efforts to be in service of a traitor king? Was he doomed to follow in his father’s footsteps?

      You’re the traitor.

      Surely not. Certainly not. His father had always sought to save his own skin, or to gain power for himself. But Wardin would gladly give anything he had—his life included—without hesitation for the sake of Eyrdon, or Pendralyn, or his friends.

      Perhaps that was the problem. Perhaps his kingdom and his loved ones would be at odds one day. Would he have to betray one to save the other?

      Of course, the bones had been known to be wildly wrong, and Odger was only just learning to read them. That his prediction would come to pass was hardly inevitable or immovable. And in any case, predictions were slippery things. Without knowing the nature of this treachery, there was no way to know for certain what it meant—or how to avoid it.

      Which was why, despite having spent the whole night (much to Rowena’s dismay) tossing and turning and arguing with himself, Wardin still hadn’t decided whether to accompany Corbin back to Heathbire or not.

      He came to the waterfall at the edge of the valley and the low, flat rock that had, as far as he knew, always been there. It was a fine morning, brisk and bright, and the sunlight glinted off flecks of white in the stone’s surface.

      Wardin wasn’t surprised to see Erietta and Arun already sitting there, eating honey cakes, dark heads close together as they spoke. “You look like conspirators. I hope you saved me a cake.”

      “Perhaps we were conspiring to eat all the cake. But I suppose you’ve spoiled that scheme now.” Erietta handed one to Wardin as the latter sat down. Rowena trotted over to Hawthorn, Erietta’s hound, and promptly joined him in begging for scraps.

      Arun had left with Odger the night before, to be sure the boy tended to his balance properly. They hadn’t yet had a chance to speak privately. Wardin got straight to the point. “How much faith do you have in Odger’s talent with the bones?”

      Arun sighed. “I’m of two minds. He really does have a rare gift for it. But he’s fond of dramatics, and prone to overexcitement. And sensing the future is harder than the present or the past.”

      “So?” Wardin asked. “Do you think he’s right, or not? I need you to be of one mind, as I seem to be of no minds myself.”

      Erietta laughed. “At least you haven’t lost your sense of humor.”

      “What, along with my sense of honor and loyalty, you mean?”

      Her face sobered, and she shook her head firmly, as if speaking to a student who’d gotten an answer wrong. “Of course you’re not a traitor. Odger’s misinterpreted. There’s no question.”

      Wardin snorted. “It wasn’t so long ago that you were accusing me of being a traitor yourself.”

      “And I was wrong, wasn’t I? So is Odger. It’s that simple.”

      “I certainly don’t think you’re doomed to a fate written in stone, if that’s what you’re asking,” Arun said. “Treachery can mean any number of things. Secrets, stealth. I do think there are shadows around this boon he saw. But he’s most likely right about the boon itself. Whatever Heathbire is up to, whether it’s an honest offer or something else, he’s got something you can use to your advantage.”

      “You think I should go, then?”

      “I do. With great caution, of course. Personally, I still don’t understand your obsession with horses⁠—”

      “A lucky thing you’re not commanding our army, then.” Wardin had no desire to argue this point with Arun again. The Eyrds were not horsemen, as a rule. But if their usual ambush-and-raid tactics were enough to win a war against Bramwell Lancet, they’d have won the last one. And the one before that. Wardin would not repeat the mistakes of his uncle and father. Bramwell would use cavalry, at least in the lower ground to the east. Wardin meant to have some of his own. And a better organized infantry, besides.

      Arun ignored the interruption. “But there’s no doubt Pate could be useful to us, for recruiting if nothing else. You’ve gotten a lot of support, but too many people are still wary.”

      “Afraid I’m my father’s son, you mean.”

      And what if they’re right?

      Wardin looked at Erietta. “What do you think? Do you advise me to go?”

      Her brows shot up. “Since when do you take my advice, when it comes to leaving Pendralyn on some impetuous mission to sacrifice yourself for Eyrdon’s sake?”

      “You’re no funnier than your brother, you know.”

      “I should think not. Arun is very funny.” Erietta nodded at the still unbitten cake in his hand. “Stop glowering and eat something, will you? You’re so irritable when you’re hungry. To answer your question, yes, I think you should go. We know Corbin is telling the truth, as far as he knows it, and to be frank, it’s not as though we can afford not to pursue any advantage. If we really do gain horses and Pate Forthwind, lovely. But if Heathbire is playing you false, well, at least we’ll gain some information. Obviously I agree with Arun about caution. And you should take him with you.”

      Wardin took a moment to swallow his bite of cake. He’d assumed the three of them would go together, actually. “Just him? Surely a contriver would be useful.”

      “Surely,” Erietta agreed. “Arun and I were just discussing that, as a matter of fact. I’ll be useful to you as far as the border. But we’ll part ways there so I can head for Tarnarven and find a ship. I’m going to Dordrin.”

      Wardin blinked at her, momentarily unable to grasp this seemingly random declaration. “To Dordrin?”

      “Yes, of course.” From her matter-of-fact tone, she might have just announced she was going to Avadare rather than a mysterious, foreboding kingdom across the sea. “I’ve been thinking about it for a few weeks, and now that this has come up, it seems like a good time. It’ll be more practical to travel part of the way together.”

      “A good time for what? To get out of Eyrdon and go into hiding?” Wardin popped the last of his cake into his mouth. “I suppose I can’t argue with you there. Tobin isn’t any happier with you than Bramwell is with me.”

      Erietta rolled her eyes at his joke. “There’s no point in mincing words. As you well know, our odds of winning this war are terrible. You haven’t been able to recruit nearly enough support yet, and even if you got most of the kingdom to rise up, we would still be outnumbered. The Harths have superior skills, and experience, and equipment. And Bramwell isn’t coming alone, when he comes for us in the spring.”

      “Because he’s allied himself with Aldarine.” Far from offended by these unnecessary reminders of his (possibly insurmountable) weaknesses, Wardin smiled as understanding dawned. “And Dordrin and Aldarine are always at odds.”

      “They say Iver of Dordrin hates Bramwell, too,” Arun added. “Almost as much as you do, to hear the tales. There are rumors about a fight over Queen Elinor.”

      “Romantic nonsense,” Erietta said with a dismissive wave. “It makes a better story than simply saying they’re constantly squabbling over trade. But the point stands either way.”

      “An ally in Cairdarin could be useful to an enemy of Bramwell’s,” Wardin said with a slow nod. “As could any war that weakens Harth.” He was a bit embarrassed not to have thought of this himself. But then, half a year ago he’d been an inconsequential adept. He wasn’t exactly used to leading men and planning wars.

      “Just as his army could be useful to you,” Erietta said. “I think it’s time you sent an emissary to suggest a mutually beneficial alliance, don’t you?”

      “Yes.” Wardin crossed his arms. “But not you.” The stories of Dordrin and its king told of perverse customs, strange magic that bore no resemblance to what they called magic in Cairdarin, even monsters. Rumors, no doubt exaggerations, but he didn’t like the idea of sending her into unknown dangers. Besides, such a journey would take weeks. Months even, with winter upon them. “This is your magistery. You’re needed here.”

      “Oh, please. You’re the master here now, Highness, and everyone knows it.”

      She didn’t sound resentful. On the contrary, she sounded proud. It gave Wardin a curious feeling in his chest that he didn’t care to examine. “That doesn’t mean we don’t need you here.”

      “You need me there. You can both spare me and trust me entirely. There are very few people who meet that description. Most of them are on this rock. And of them, I am the only contriver. Some of our magic is particularly suited to diplomacy, gathering information, striking bargains. I’m the obvious choice.”

      “But surely a sage would be better,” Wardin argued. “For communication.”

      “So I’ll bring one.”

      “Perhaps I should go with you,” Arun said. “War can bring someone else to Heathbire.”

      Erietta arched a brow. “No offense, but you aren’t the first sage I’d choose for that particular spell. You’ve never been especially gifted at it and you know it. And it’ll be tricky, trying to do it across such a distance.”

      “Across salt water, no less.” Arun scratched his beard. “Honestly, I don’t know who you’re going to get to do that.”

      “I’ll have to take Desmond,” Erietta said with a sigh. “He’ll make a horrible companion, but he is the best at sage communication we have.”

      Wardin’s stomach fluttered, and he realized he was feeling a bit panicky. “Stop talking about it as if you’re definitely going. I’d rather send someone else.”

      “Why?” Erietta gave him a challenging glare. “You don’t think I can manage it?”

      “Of course you can. But it could be dangerous.”

      She snorted. “And I’m safe here? You have noticed this pesky war thing, haven’t you?”

      “That’s entirely different. At least here I—” Wardin cut himself off, horrified by what he’d almost said. At least here I can protect you. He wouldn’t have been able to protect himself, if she’d heard such a thing come out of his mouth. He looked at Arun in hopes of a rescue. “Surely you don’t want to send your sister across the sea?”

      Arun shrugged. “She’s right. She is a good choice for it. As for the danger, she’s right about that, too: none of us are safe anywhere in Cairdarin. It might not be such a terrible idea to get her away. And anyway, she’ll be an official emissary from the rightful King of Eyrdon. Nobody at Iver’s court is going to harm a diplomat.”

      “But if she⁠—”

      “She is right here, you know,” Erietta said with a huff.

      Arun grinned at his sister. “She can look after herself, for the most part. If you’ll recall, when you went to get her from the dungeon in Narinore, she’d already rescued herself by the time you got there.”

      “I still helped her find her way out,” Wardin grumbled. But he knew he’d lost.

      “As I was saying, I’ll take Desmond,” said Erietta. “No one else, not when we have to cross so much of Cairdarin to get there and back again. Subtlety will be better than might for this.”

      “Well, then.” Arun leaned over to tug at the cloth the honey cakes sat on. “We’d best pack these up. Seems we’ve got a journey ahead of us.”
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      “The weather won’t get any better as we leave the mountains, you know,” Desmond grumbled. “There may be more snow here, but it’s colder up north. And we’ll never find a ship willing to travel across the sea at this time of year. We …”

      He droned on, but Wardin picked up his pace, he and Arun both taking advantage of having longer legs than the others to get a few strides ahead.

      The journey had been relatively easy thus far. Few of Tobin’s soldiers patrolled the paths they chose, and anyone they did come across was easily avoided with Erietta’s cloaking spells and disguises. Magical fires were not extinguished by falling snow, no matter how heavy, and warming spells cast by the two sages kept frostbite at bay. The greatest danger, it seemed to Wardin, was being crushed under the weight of Desmond’s incessant complaining.

      Though Wardin was still uneasy with the idea of Erietta traveling to Dordrin with nobody but that bore at her side, he had to admit the idea of parting ways with the doughy, fussy sage—tomorrow, most likely—was a pleasant one.

      Of course, he and Arun would still have Corbin with them, and he wasn’t the most pleasant of traveling companions either, between his permanently sulky face and shockingly loud snoring. The latter lasted through the entirety of every night; Wardin still didn’t trust him, and never assigned him a watch.

      But at least he was a more able traveler than Desmond. To Wardin’s surprise, Corbin seemed to know the mountains well, and traversed the rough, icy slopes with ease—almost as nimbly as Arun, who was the best mountaineer among them.

      He’d shrugged when Wardin asked him about it, early on in their journey. “I’ve spent time in this part of the country. I am half Eyrd, after all. And anyway, it’s hardly illegal for a Harthian citizen to travel in what is, officially, a barony of Harth.”

      The vague answer had left Wardin warier than ever of the man. If he was as close with his father as he claimed, then he must have known about Pendralyn. Had he been spying on them? For how long?

      “Stop brooding and pay attention.” Arun elbowed Wardin in the ribs. “We’ve got a bit of a climb coming up.”

      “Who says I’m brooding?”

      “I assume you weren’t frowning like that because you think it makes you look handsome.” Arun advanced on the rise ahead, taking the lead as he usually did when it came to challenging terrain. This wasn’t so bad—they wouldn’t need ropes or spikes—but with the slick snow and the rivulets of ice trailing along the rocks, even a reasonable slope could be dangerous.

      A fact proved by Desmond several minutes later when, with a scream that was bound to announce them to anyone within miles, he slipped and fell backward, tumbling many strides down the mountainside. More concerning than his cry was the sickening crunch when he landed.

      By the time the rest of them scrambled back down to kneel at his side, Desmond was openly weeping. For once, he had good cause to complain. The angle of his leg below the knee was all wrong. Blood pooled in the snow. And when Wardin carefully pushed up the leg of Desmond’s trousers, he saw bone jutting out of the mangled flesh of his shin, just above the top of his boot.

      Desmond, overcome by the sight of his injuries, turned his head and vomited, then promptly passed out. Wardin couldn’t blame him. He felt ill himself just looking at it.

      In the quiet that followed the abrupt end of their companion’s cries, Wardin, Arun, and Erietta stared at one another in horror. They were days away from their destinations, in dangerous territory near the Harthian border. Days away from Pendralyn as well. No matter what they did now, there was a very real threat to Desmond’s life. Not to mention Erietta’s mission. Perhaps both missions, if they tarried too long here.

      Finally, Erietta cleared her throat. She was pale, but her voice was steady as she said, “Desmond is the best healer in the group.” She glanced at Arun. “You could try?”

      “I could.” Arun shrugged, his face uneasy. Most sages learned some healing, but talented though he was, Arun’s interests had always leaned more toward the arcane and unusual. He’d never focused on it any more than the magisters had forced him to while he was at school.

      And this was no simple cut. Healing bone took a great deal of skill. Probably more than even Desmond had, much less Arun.

      “Better to wait until he wakes up,” Wardin said. “Let him try to do it himself. Though we should at least try to stop the bleeding.” He pushed his hands against the gaping skin above the bone. Desmond groaned, but did not wake.

      “Even if he can heal it, it won’t be instant, or perfect,” said Arun. “He’ll need rest and time to recover. It’s going to be impossible for him to do any physical labor to restore his balance. Not to mention, a wound like that …” He grimaced and waved at the gore Desmond’s leg had become. “It looks like stew meat. Let’s just be honest with ourselves. We have to take the leg. The sooner the better.”

      “It’s likely to fester if we do that, and he can’t heal himself if he’s insensible with fever.” Erietta bit her lip. “We’d be killing him.”

      “We may be killing him if we don’t,” Arun countered. “Festering is exactly the problem. Look at it.”

      “You’re right,” said Wardin. “There’s a strong chance it’ll fester no matter what we do. We have to try to guard against that, whatever else we decide.” He stood and gestured for Erietta to take his place pressing on the wound. “I’ve got some dried herbs in my pack we could try to make do with.”

      He knew he didn’t sound hopeful, and he saw his own fear and sorrow reflected in his friends’ faces. None of them liked Desmond much, but that didn’t mean they wanted to bury him here.

      Yet the probability that they would have to seemed almost certain. Even if they somehow managed to heal him, a fever might still follow. He was a soft man, and it would be extremely difficult to care for him while he recovered, in this wilderness. He’d catch a chill at the least. It wasn’t a mild winter, and even with magic to stave off the worst of the cold, none of them were ever really warm. It would only take one strong storm to kill all hope.

      A heavy sigh behind him reminded Wardin that Corbin was there. He bumped Wardin’s shoulder as he dropped to one knee beside Desmond and said, “Give me a bit of space, please.”

      “Are you a sage?” Arun stepped back, but he narrowed his eyes at Corbin. “You didn’t tell us you could do any magic. Where would you have learned it? Or are you some sort of mundane healer?”

      “Not a sage.” Corbin pressed his lips together and gently touched his fingertips to Desmond’s leg. “And not mundane.”

      “What are you doing?” Wardin gripped the hilt of his dagger—it would be faster, at this distance, than the sword strapped to his back—though he couldn’t have said what made him wary. Corbin had no reason to hurt Desmond further; this was as much an obstacle for him as for the rest of them.

      Unless, of course, he meant to end the debate by killing the man.

      “What I should have done right away,” Corbin snapped. “And would have, if I didn’t know full well that you don’t trust me, and that this will make you far more suspicious than you already are.”

      Wardin didn’t like the sound of that. Apparently Erietta didn’t either. She was the only one who hadn’t moved away from Desmond, and now she clasped the unconscious sage’s hand. Her nostrils flared as she glared at Corbin.

      “Don’t,” she said.

      Corbin didn’t respond. His eyes were closed, his lips moving soundlessly. Wardin already felt magic building in the air. He stepped forward and put his hand on Corbin’s shoulder, while Arun bent to grab the man’s elbow.

      Corbin proved shockingly difficult to budge. It was as though his hands had fused with Desmond’s leg. He ignored them all and bent his head, hair falling over his face.

      “Get away.” Wardin drew the dagger, being conspicuously loud about it, hoping Corbin would take this last chance to do as he was told before their situation became even more complicated than it already was.

      It was too late. A small flock of crossbills had been chattering in the pines at the top of the slope they’d just been trying to climb. Now the birds descended on the travelers in a cloud of red and brown feathers, their calls unnaturally, almost unbearably loud. Wardin ducked in surprise as they circled low.

      Then, one by one, a dozen of them fell to the ground, dead.

      Desmond sat up, his eyes clear and alert, his color already returning. As though waking from a particularly refreshing nap.

      The crossbills—what remained of them—departed as quickly as they’d come, leaving behind an eerie silence. Wardin’s heart hammered as he stared at Desmond’s leg.

      It was still covered in blood, but it was straight and whole again, with no trace of the errant bone.
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      “A conductor.” Wardin stared aghast at Corbin by the light of their small fire. The cave where they’d taken shelter for the night was filled with smoke, giving the other man’s flickering face an unreal quality. Perhaps he wasn’t real, but a specter out of legend. “That’s … it’s practically necromancy! You mean to tell me you give life to the dead?”

      “And death to the living.” Corbin shrugged. “But it’s not quite so dramatic as necromancy. I can’t bring back anyone who’s really dead. I can only transfer life between living things.” He gestured from Wardin’s shocked face to Arun’s furious one. “And this is why I didn’t tell you I’m a magician. Conductors are not exactly looked upon with favor.”

      Erietta passed around some apples—wrinkled, by this part of their journey, but still edible—and dried meat, then sat down beside Wardin. Of all of them, she was the least disturbed by Corbin’s revelation. She seemed more curious than disgusted, despite the fact that many magicians considered conduction to be an evil art. It was associated not only with necromancy, but with Graddoc, the necromancer deity himself.

      Desmond refused his share of the food, and unrolled his blanket as far away from Corbin as possible. Appalled and not at all grateful to have been healed in such a way, he’d been alternating between haranguing Corbin and stomping around in uncharacteristic silence. The fact that he owed his ability to stomp at all to the very man he was denouncing seemed lost on him.

      “Now, then.” Erietta ignored Desmond’s conspicuous sniffs and fixed Corbin with a sharp stare. “We’ve all got our dinner, and we’re sheltered from the weather. You were going to tell me how it is that you’ve managed to learn conduction when it hasn’t been taught in magisteries for at least two centuries.”

      “Was I?” Corbin snorted, but he didn’t hesitate to answer. “You mean it hasn’t been taught in Eyrdon. You are an infernally superstitious lot, and terrified of anything to do with death, every one of you.”

      Erietta shook her head and swallowed her bite of apple. “It’s not just Eyrdon. Pendralyn came into books and scrolls from every magistery in Cairdarin after the dissolution. Everything that could be saved came to us. But as far as I know—and I know a lot—we haven’t a single written word on how to practice conduction.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” Corbin said. “Perhaps nobody wanted to admit to teaching it. But I can tell you for a fact that it was taught at the magistery in Heathbire. The baron’s own great-uncle was a magister there. He fled, before Cadric’s men came. A few of his things have been preserved in secret.”

      “So you learned conduction from the Baron of Heathbire?” Wardin asked.

      “In Heath Castle. And thereabouts.”

      Wardin did not miss the difference between this answer and Yes, I learned it from the baron. But Corbin took a large bite of his apple, and said no more.

      “There’s a reason conduction is despised, and it has nothing to do with superstition.” Arun had remained mostly quiet, settling for giving Corbin the nastiest looks he could manage. But apparently he could no longer contain himself. “It’s dark magic.”

      “People say the same about contrivance,” Erietta said quietly.

      “That’s different,” Arun said. “Conduction is stealing life.”

      Corbin scoffed. “I’m fairly certain you stole some life yourself, this past autumn. That is what one does, when fighting a battle. Someone stole some life to provide us with this meat we’re eating. All magic, of every affinity, has the power to kill. Along with all the ordinary weapons people use to do it every day.”

      “It’s Graddoc’s magic. His priests did it.” Arun scowled. “And if you can’t tell that Graddoc himself is on the wrong side of things, you’re soft in the head.”

      A thought occurred to Wardin, turning his meager meal cold in his belly. “You said you’ve been in these mountains many times,” he said slowly. “Did you actually mean Sarn Graddoc? Tell me you aren’t a priest of Graddoc.”

      Corbin’s sour expression didn’t change. “Of course not. I don’t worship him.”

      “But you’ve been to his shrine,” Wardin said.

      He didn’t deny it. “I suppose you could say I’m a student of Graddoc. I’ve studied his story as well as his magic. I think he was a bit misunderstood.”

      “The deity who tried to abduct Eyrdri herself and force her to marry him was misunderstood?” Arun’s nostril’s flared, and he made no attempt to hide his loathing.

      “Well, we don’t know the circumstances, do we?” Corbin spread his hands. “We don’t even know if it happened at all. It may just be a story. But here is something I can tell you for a fact.” He held up one finger, jabbing the air for emphasis as he spoke. “Nobody values balance more than a magician, and conduction is the ultimate expression of that. Life for death. Death for life. The two must always be balanced. There’s nothing dark about it. It’s the most natural thing in the world.”

      Erietta cocked her head. “Are you saying you can do this magic without having to balance it? That it’s self-balancing, in some way?”

      Wardin didn’t like the way Corbin’s eyes lingered on Erietta before he answered. Was that admiration? And when he spoke, his tone was as pleasant as the man ever got. “No. The magic is balanced, but the magician … it still takes a toll. You still need to tend to your balance.”

      “How?” she asked. “What sort of magic is it? Physical?”

      “Not exactly.” Corbin’s eyes finally left hers, and he looked into the fire. “Truth be told, nobody is sure. Or if they knew once, the knowledge has been lost. It seems like it should be all three, doesn’t it? Physical, mental, and imaginative. But if it were using all three in equal measure, it wouldn’t need balancing at all.”

      “Perhaps it doesn’t,” Arun said. “Perhaps this toll you speak of isn’t the same as the toll other magic takes. Perhaps it’s the result of doing something wrong, that you were never meant to do.”

      “Superstitious nonsense,” Corbin muttered.

      “But you’re using magic you don’t understand.” Erietta idly twisted her thick braid around her hand, as she often did when considering some problem. “If you don’t know how to balance it, how do you?”

      “We don’t, not really. Not through anything we do, anyway. Some will try physical or mental exertion, or mundane chores, or all three. But the only thing that really helps is time. You can’t use conduction too often. The more intense the spell, the longer you need to recover.”

      Wardin narrowed his eyes, considering the man. His sullen face was no moodier than usual. There was certainly no air of madness about him. “You don’t seem off balance now.”

      “I’m experienced. I’ve been practicing a long time, and I’m good at it. That helps. It also helps that I know my limits, and I don’t push them.”

      “Well, then.” Erietta tossed an apple core at Desmond, who was still huddled beneath his blanket apart from the others, scowling. “If you can’t use it often, Desmond should thank you for using it today.”

      “I’d sooner sell my soul to Graddoc himself,” Desmond grumbled.

      Arun looked back at the sage for a long moment. “Perhaps you have.”
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      Wardin crept slowly through the dark, so as not to wake his companions, and hunched deeper into his coat as he stepped out of the cave. Erietta stood watch a few strides from the opening, still sheltered from the biting wind by the overhanging rocks above.

      It was a clear, bright night, but Wardin knew it wouldn’t last. He sniffed the air. Tomorrow would bring snow.

      “I’ll take over,” he whispered. “Go get some sleep. You’ll have a long day tomorrow. Once we part ways, you’ll have nobody to distract you from Desmond.”

      She chuckled. “I can manage him.”

      He knew she could. She’d been in good spirits this whole journey; even Desmond’s accident hadn’t dampened them for long. “You’re looking forward to going, aren’t you?” For some reason, the idea put a lump in his throat.

      “Well, not the Desmond part, no.” Erietta’s teeth flashed in the moonlight. “But do you know I’ve never seen the sea? Or smelled it. I’m usually the one seeing you or Arun off on adventures. Waiting and worrying until you come home.”

      “I have a newfound respect for that job.” Wardin swallowed. “Turns out it’s the harder of the two.”

      “Waiting and worrying?”

      He nodded, though he didn’t meet her eye. He couldn’t explain why he was so loath to let her go, not even to himself. He tried to imagine whether he’d feel the same way if it were Arun leaving, and he thought not. Yet his attachment wasn’t romantic. It hardly could be. He was in no position to consider such things. He didn’t even know what he would be, when this winter passed. A king? A corpse? There was far too much uncertainty surrounding him—all of them.

      But he could be certain of her. Perhaps it was as simple as that.

      “Well, it’s not as though you’ll have time to pace around, counting the days until I come back,” Erietta said. “You’ll be busy enough.”

      “I’ll still worry,” he said softly, then waved a hand when she started to speak. “Don’t bother telling me not to. You know as well as I do that you can’t just talk yourself out of worrying.”

      She smiled again, and looked down at her boot as she traced a circle in the snow. “Are you worried about Corbin, too? Arun is.”

      “But you aren’t.”

      “Perhaps I should be.” Erietta sighed. “But I know what it’s like to have people be suspicious of you just because of your affinity. Magic isn’t dark or light. Magicians are.”

      “So you’re saying conduction is fine, as long as he uses it the right way, for the right reasons?”

      “I don’t know about fine. Magic that can’t be balanced should not be used lightly. I’m not sure it should be used at all. But dangerous and evil aren’t the same thing.”

      “Those birds …” Wardin shook his head, unable to describe the weight in his stomach when he’d seen the crossbills falling like stones.

      Erietta gave it a word. “It was unnatural. And I didn’t like watching it either. But is killing them to heal a wound any worse than killing them to eat? Corbin was right: we take lives all the time.”

      “I suppose.”

      “There is one thing, though.” She set her mouth in a grim line and pulled her cloak more tightly about her. “You know I don’t believe what Odger saw in the bones. I don’t believe you could ever be a traitor.”

      Wardin stepped back as though she’d struck him. The word but was practically hanging in the air, sure as the coming snow and twice as thick. “You thought me a traitor once before.”

      Erietta stared down at her feet again. “I told you the last time you said that, I was wrong to doubt you. It’s not a mistake I’ll repeat.”

      “But?”

      “But that doesn’t mean Odger is wrong about everything. He saw treachery and blood. Do you know what some of the lore calls Graddoc’s magic?”

      “Necromancy.”

      “Blood magic.”

      He blinked at her. He’d never heard the term before. “So you think Corbin being a conductor has something to do with Odger’s prediction.”

      “I don’t know. Perhaps it does.”

      “Even if it does, I don’t see what I should do differently. We’ve already agreed that I will take every precaution.”

      She gave him a keen look. “Will you, though? Every precaution?”

      Wardin’s brow knitted in confusion. “I think you’d best get to your point. In short words, if you don’t mind. I’m too cold for riddles, and too tired.”

      “There’re all kinds of betrayals, War. You would never be a traitor to your kingdom, or your people, or us. But the balance of nature? The balance of everything?” Erietta shrugged. “You might betray that, if you thought it would save us. And this magic, it may not be dark, but it’s powerful. And easily abused.”

      “So you want me to promise not to use this conductor, or conduction, for evil purposes?”

      There was no trace of a smile on her face. “Yes, I suppose I do.”

      Wardin crossed his arms and scowled at her. Not two minutes ago she was professing her faith in him, and now this? “What do you take me for?”

      “I take you for a king, desperate to save his kingdom. And a magician, desperate to save magic.”

      Well. He supposed he couldn’t argue with either of those descriptions. But Wardin still scoffed and looked away. He didn’t look back when he felt Erietta’s forehead touch his shoulder.

      “I’m imagining what I would do, to save Pendralyn,” she murmured. “And I think I might be tempted to do anything. But perhaps you’re stronger than that.”

      No, I don’t believe I am.

      Wardin swallowed, and still not meeting her eyes, put an arm around her and pulled her against his side. Even so far removed from a warm, proper bath, he could still smell her sweetnettle soap. “I’ll miss you, Archmagister.”

      He imagined he could feel the warm puff of her laughter, even through his coat. “I’ll miss you too. Highness.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            WARDIN

          

        

      

    

    
      The Barony of Heathbire ran most of the length of the border between Harth and Eyrdon, from the city near the western coast that gave the region its name, across the southern moorlands, and on to the Old South Road in the east. Although its baron swore fealty to the King of Harth, its people were fiercely independent—not to mention frequently contrary for its own sake—and the relationship was often a troubled one.

      It certainly had been for Wardin’s grandfather. Or so history told them. Wardin had never heard any tales of Hawkin’s rebellion firsthand. He barely remembered his mother, and had never met any of her blood relations.

      Nor had he ever seen Heathbire, apart from traveling through the moorlands the spring before, when he’d had no memory of his heritage and only Arun’s word for it to tell him who he was. The land here in the west was just as wild, but less bleak. In any other season, Wardin suspected the rolling hills would be splendidly green. It reminded him of the most beautiful parts of Eyrdon.

      My mother grew up here.

      Had she made the same association, he wondered? Had her great affection for Eyrdon been partly because it reminded her of home?

      Bramwell grew up here, too.

      Wardin had nearly forgotten. In the tradition of noble children, who were often educated away from their parents, Bramwell had spent most of his youth as part of Hawkin’s household. He attended the magistery at Heathbire until his father dissolved it.

      Hawkin had rejected that same tradition, and kept his own sons at home. And so the boys were raised together, as brothers.

      Much good it did them.

      “Wardin!”

      At a shove from Arun, Wardin blinked away his thoughts and returned to the present. They’d arrived at the promised horse farm at last. The breeder, a barrel-chested old man with a mass of wiry white hair and a stern face, met them at the gate. He returned Corbin’s nod with one of this own.

      “May I introduce—” Corbin began.

      “You may not,” the breeder interrupted. He jerked a thumb at Wardin. “I know who he is—there’s no mistaking those Ladimore eyes—and if he never hears my name, he won’t be able to repeat it after our business is concluded.”

      “Very well.” Corbin turned to Wardin. “I’m going to see to our accommodations for the evening. I’ll come back for you in three hours. That ought to give you enough time.”

      Wardin understood this to mean that he was going to arrange the meeting with the baron, and waved him away.

      “You’re just going to let him go?” Arun hissed, glaring at Corbin’s retreating back. “He might be summoning soldiers, for all you know. Or summoning the dead.”

      “He passed the inkwell’s test, remember?” Wardin whispered back.

      “Erietta didn’t think to ask about the dead when she was administering that test.”

      Wardin rolled his eyes. “He is not summoning the dead.”

      “All right, enough buzzing, and let’s be getting on with it.” The breeder swung the gate wide and gestured for them to follow. “There’s nothing to be gained from standing in the road all day.”

      Wardin fell into step beside the old man as they crossed a field made bland by the blanket of snow. Several large buildings ahead told him that this operation was not a small one. Nor a poor one; as they neared the first of no less than seven stables, he could see that it was well maintained. “Thank you for meeting with us.”

      “You should thank me. The Lancet king would have me executed for selling horses to you, if he had any idea what was going on down here. And don’t think it won’t be reflected in the price.”

      “Why are you willing to do it, if it’s so risky?” Arun asked.

      The breeder shrugged. “Your silver spends as good as any. And I suppose you’ve got plenty of it. Least I hope you do, or you’ll be wasting my time.”

      Wardin wasn’t especially encouraged by the tone the man was setting for negotiations, but when he saw the horses, he had to admit they were magnificent. After an hour spent in the stables and another spent riding, the breeder brought them to a small back room in one of the barns rather than into his house. They were still discussing how many horses they could get, when and how they might take possession of them, and, of course, price when Corbin found them there, just as the afternoon was waning into evening.

      “Back, are you?” Arun, who had been leaning against the wall with his arms crossed, straightened. “Bring anyone with you?”

      Corbin raised a brow. “Like a company of soldiers, you mean? Or the dead?” He smirked. “I’m not sure I’ve ever heard anyone whisper quite so loud.”

      “Perhaps I meant for you to hear.”

      “All right, you two.” Wardin rubbed his temples. “I believe we’ve had enough squabbling for one day.”

      They hadn’t, quite—it took another half hour to reach an agreement with the breeder. When they finally finished, the old man walked them back to the gate. “I’ll be seeing you again soon, I suppose,” he said to Wardin.

      Wardin nodded. “Thank you.”

      “Thank you.” The breeder winked, a trace of a smile softening his face. “And now that we’re finished, and it’s too late for you to trade on your name, I don’t mind telling you that I saw your grandfather once. I was only a boy, and Hawkin only newly made baron. I don’t believe he was even married to your grandmother yet. He did some business with my father. He was a great man. Your grandfather, I mean. Less so my father.”

      “I see.” Wardin swallowed, a curious lump forming in his throat. He didn’t know what to say. “That’s one more time than I ever saw him.”

      “Yes, I suppose it would be.” The old man leaned against the gate, arms crossed on top of it, and fixed Wardin with a hard stare. “We remember Baron Hawkin, here in Heathbire. And we remember how he died. And at whose hand.” He glanced at Arun, then spat on the ground. “I don’t mind a bit of risk.”

      “Thank you,” Wardin said again, more sincerely this time.

      “Only a bit, mind you.” The breeder cackled. “I still don’t want you to know my name, and once you have your horses and I have my silver, I never want to see you again. Not while Bramwell Lancet sits on the throne, at least.”

      “Understood.”

      The breeder nodded. “Good luck to you. You’ll need it.” He started to turn away, then paused. “I suppose you think of yourself as Draven Rath’s son.”

      Wardin blinked at him. “I am Draven Rath’s son.”

      “So you are. But don’t forget. You’re a son of Heathbire, too.”
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        * * *

      

      It was well into evening by the time Corbin led Wardin and Arun to a ramshackle cottage that stood alone at the edge of a pond, miles from the nearest village. The half-timbered sides were thick with mold, and the roof sagged. But a thin strand of smoke rose from the chimney.

      “Who would build a cottage out here?” Arun tugged his hood down against a gust of wind and scowled at the cottage as though it had caused it.

      “Someone who wanted to keep it for clandestine meetings, I suppose.” Corbin opened the door with a heavy scraping sound, and stood aside for his guests.

      Despite the appearance of the outside, the cottage was warm, and smelled tantalizingly of fresh bread and gravy. A large table laden with food took up nearly the entire single room. Glancing up, Wardin saw what appeared to be fine feather mattresses in the loft above, rather than the expected piles of straw.

      “There are hooks over here.” Corbin removed his wet cloak and hung it on the wall beside the fire.

      Wardin and Arun were doing the same when the door banged back against the wall, admitting another blast of icy wind and a giant of a man, as wide as he was tall. With surprisingly fluid grace for his size, he took off his cloak and tossed it to Corbin as he kicked the door closed behind him.

      “There you are at last!” he boomed. “I was beginning to think you weren’t going to show up, and this whole thing would be a waste. I don’t love this place so much that I’d come here just for a holiday, you know.”

      “Odd, since you arrived behind us,” Arun said.

      Wardin glared at his friend. The baron—as this must clearly be—should be treated with respect, whatever the conditions of their meeting. He had no desire to give Corbin or his master cause to lament his unkingly manners yet again.
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