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Duchess Eleanor Reslin stood at the top of the city keep watching the amber rays of the newly risen sun over the crystal blue waters of the lake. The sight was breath taking in its majesty, and she breathed in the cool, fresh air, thinking it was as glorious now as when she’d first set eyes on it. She’d missed it in the last few months.

Those who had once fled the discontent and unrest of the eastern lands called it the “Light of Hope” in the soft, lilting language of those who had first crossed the craggy rocks and deep snows to find this land. Now it was just the Golden Waters, probably more so for the gold brought into the city than the beauty of the sunrise. At this time of the morning the sun was twinned in reflection, and Eleanor smiled to see its magnificence. There had not been much to smile about of late but this sight filled her soul with joy. Whatever happened, whatever life brought the sun would rise and cast her light on the lake and bring this. She had to remember that.

The discontent in the lands beyond the valley from which the ancestors of these people had fled seemed to have followed them at long last. War had come, and with it disease, poverty, fear and unease, and now they were banging at the gates.

The early morn had the chill of springtime and it whipped the woollen mantle about her shoulders. Cold air nipped fingers but this was the best vantage spot in the town, and so she stayed, rubbing her hands and wishing she had remembered to bring gloves. In the morning after her return she had been so eager to look out on the city and the beautiful sunrise that it had slipped her mind.

As the shadows fell away beneath her, some of the areas seemed dingier than usual. There was a shadow over the docks, a sense of crowdedness she did not recall seeing before. Even the hovels seemed danker, more depressing, although at this distance it was not easy to tell. An unexpected movement caught her eye, and she turned towards the south, leaning over the battlements and squinting at what looked like coloured cloth flapping in the breeze. As the light continued to grow, her eyes narrowed and her jaw set. It was not just a cloth, but tents, lean-tos, wagons, and people huddled against the city wall. Perhaps more refugees from the war? There had been many of those of late, but Eleanor had not realised things were this bad. Perhaps the Council had not been as forthcoming as she thought.

The winter had been long and hard in the high valley, almost as if the mountains joined her in her mourning that no word had come from the battlefield before the snows set in. Winter was not a good time to be making war, but then again was there actually a good time for such endeavours? The Council had advised it would be over in a matter of months. It seemed they had been wrong.

Many of the citizens of Havenforth had perished and even within the palace there had been losses from among the staff and the Duke’s own regiment. Eleanor knew that had any word come, any at all, the Council would have found a way to get through to her. As no word had come, as soon as the road was even marginally passable from the Winter Palace to the pass, she had gathered those dearest to her and braved the remaining snow and ice to reach the hidden pass and follow its twisting turns to the city as spring began a tentative grasp on the lands. Eleanor had gone reluctantly to the Winter Palace, she had argued her place was among her people, but the Council had overruled her, and in His Grace’s absence she had found herself with little choice. As she looked out over the city Eleanor decided it would not happen again. She was, in effect, Regent, but the Council consisted mainly of old men whose attitude was that a woman could not possibly rule. Eleanor was young but she was not a fool and her mother had ruled for a time in her own lands. There had been words between herself and the Council, but in the end she had been persuaded to travel having been convinced her husband would soon return from his campaign.

Nodding to herself with an air of determination, she climbed down the iron stairs and wound her way to the chambers below, where the elderly chatelaine was busy coordinating the day with the staff. “Excuse me, Alys. What is wrong down in the working district, and why are there people outside of the walls? It is still so very cold out there.”

“Hmm.” Alys looked up from her books and waved the staff away. “Oh yes, I don’t suppose you know of the decrees the Council has made since the snows blocked the pass, Duchess Eleanor. They’ve closed the city to more refugees. Overcrowding, they said. We can’t feed all these new bodies, who contribute nothing to the city. There has never been this many asking for refuge, or this many beggars. It is not good for the city or the coffers, or so they said. Those who can help the farmers, herders, or fishermen are readily absorbed into those communities as the people follow the road from the pass. Those with specialized skills that can be used within the city are allowed in to work, but the rest...” She shook her head as she tisked. “I’m afraid they are locked out.”

“Locked out? I don’t think the gates have ever been locked in my husband’s lifetime, or his father’s, for that matter, or so he told me before he rode to battle. His Grace did leave orders to lock the gates if the battle came to our walls, but that was a last resort, to buy us time to get to the far valley, or wait out a siege if that was the only option,” Eleanor said, surprised. Something else the Council had neglected to mention on her recent return.
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