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Praise for the Green Rider series


‘Green Rider is a wonderfully captivating heroic fantasy adventure. Kristen Britain’s fast paced plot kept me eagerly turning pages. This is the rarest of finds: a truly enjoyable read’


Terry Goodkind


‘This captivating fantasy is filled with adventure, action, and heroes. Karigan grows tremendously as a person and in the end finds her own place in this world. The characters, including minor ones, are well-developed and the plot is complex enough to get the reader thinking. This is a real page-turner’


Voya


‘Kristen Britain is one of the most astonishing fantasy writers working today. She has created a richly imagined world where magic is as real as courage, and where a young woman’s heroism can change the course of history’


Tess Gerritsen


‘Britain keeps the excitement high from beginning to end, balancing epic magical battles with the humour and camaraderie of Karigan and her fellow Riders’


Publishers Weekly


‘The gifted Ms Britain writes with ease and grace as she creates a mesmerizing fantasy ambiance and an appealing heroine quite free of the normal clichés’


Romantic Times


‘Stunning … a really talented new writer’


Anne McCaffrey


‘Continuing the epic tale begun in Green Rider and First Rider’s Call, Britain’s latest novel combines familiar characters with new allies and enemies as it builds to a crucial point in the history of the land. Readers of epic fantasy and series followers will want this finely honed, skilfully crafted tale’


Library Journal


‘Kristen Britain writes so beautifully that I never want to have to put her books down’


Fantasy Book Review






In Memory of
Roberta J. Britain Momberger
my mom
and
the most important human being in my life
now eternal among the stars of the heavens,
her favorite eight iron at hand for a round of golf
and a passel of Westies gamboling alongside her
I love and miss you, mom
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The spearhead tips of conifers pierced the pall of mist that draped Blackveil Forest. Moisture drip-drip-dripped from branch and needle and plunked onto the black moss that matted the ground. Stagnant air choked the understory and dampened sound, but the quiet was deceptive.


A sentience filled with malice stirred in Blackveil’s rotten heart.


All the forest and its creatures stilled. They waited, wary and uneasy, though somewhere in the deepest murk, a serpent emerged from its burrow, scales lustrous in the muted light as it glided over tree roots and coiled around rocks. It paused, head wavering and tongue flickering, before it struck and swallowed a spine-tailed rat whole.


Malevolence flowed through fetid streams, into every gully and thicket, and was sucked in by the roots of trees all the way to the canopy. It built like a flood straining against a dam until it could no longer be contained.


The force erupted with so furious a roar it flushed winged creatures from their roosts. Other beasts shrieked and howled and bolted in fear. The very ground shook and trees shattered and crashed to the forest floor.


Blackveil’s master, the sentience known as Mornhavon the Black, had awakened once again.


And settled with a sigh.


Alessandros del Mornhavon, the heir to the emperor of the far distant Arcosian Empire, had led a conquest of territory held by the Sacor Clans more than a thousand years past to claim its resources, especially its abundant etherea, the natural magic of the world. It had faded almost to extinction in his own lands due to overuse, especially in augmenting the strength of the military and enhancing the lives of the ruling elite. When the empire stopped sending him ships of supplies and soldiers, and the messengers he dispatched to his father to plead for aid failed to return, it was clear he’d been abandoned and left an exile in an uncouth wilderness.


Incensed, he rejected the empire as he had been rejected and continued his conquest, declaring the lands Mornhavonia, of which he was master, emperor, and god.


Until his defeat by the Sacor Clans and their allies.


Wounded by a magical device of his own making and imprisoned behind the cursed wall, he had slept long centuries. He’d awakened briefly almost three years previous, only to be wounded again by the descendent of he who had once been his closest friend but later proved a traitor: Hadriax el Fex, the galadheon, the betrayer.


The time had come for Mornhavon to right the many wrongs perpetrated against him.


The forest tensed once more, but this time the outburst was tightly controlled and carried a calling, a calling sent out into the ether as fleet and sharp as an arrow. A call that sought the two who must rise and serve.


The call soared over the canopy of the forest northward. It flew relentlessly on, surmounting the broken section of the D’Yer Wall that imprisoned the malignant presence within Blackveil, and impaled the untainted earth upon which the season’s first snow had begun to fall.


But it did not stop there. Carried by branch and leaf, upon currents of the air, and deep within the soil, the call spread to the far reaches of Sacoridia.


Terrandon, Terrandon, Terrandon …


In the deep woods of Wayman Province stood the remains of a crumbled keep on what had once been an open promontory fortified by ditches and walls, its lord long forgotten in the shadows of the past. Moss and leaf litter blanketed stones quarried at the time of Mornhavon’s defeat. So motionless, so silent was it in the deep of the wood that snowflakes could be heard to alight with a feathery tap-tap on stone and bough.


Down from the ruins, in a dell, also forgotten, lay a mound, a rocky burial cairn surrounded by obelisks, their inscriptions weathered and obscured by green-gray lichen, though the horse form of Salvistar, harbinger of strife and battle, could be discerned, as well as symbols of warding. A few of the monuments tilted at precarious angles, and one lay broken on the ground beneath a carpet of moss.


The cairn stood bare, but for a layering of dead pine needles and leaves. No life sprouted from it despite the fact it was nearly as old as the keep.


Terrandon, Terrandon, Terrandon … came the call. It whispered through the trees, scattering birds and squirrels, and wove between the obelisks. Spells of warding, which had been set into them at the end of the Long War, should have deterred the calling, but the spells had not been maintained and had grown weak. The warding was not meant to keep people out, though the symbols scribed on the obelisks warned all to turn back, but to keep the one who slept beneath the cairn in, for it was a prison.


The calling sparked against the faint power of the warding spells that remained. They could not deter it, and it rushed across the clearing to the cairn. It oozed through cracks and crevices and into the burial chamber beneath.


Terrandon, Terrandon, Terrandon …


The call also spread to the east coast of Sacoridia seeking a remote and bleak headland in Coutre Province. There, another crown of obelisks stood against the sky atop a precipitous bluff. In ancient times, men had hauled wave-tumbled boulders all the way up from the ocean shoreline to build a cairn in the center of the circle. Like the one in Wayman, nothing grew within the circle, and even seabirds would not nest on the headland’s cliffs.


Here the calling forced itself between the wind-scoured obelisks, causing eruptions of searing power. The carved granite of the obelisks exploded and the ancient spells of warding died.


Lichant, Lichant, Lichant … came the calling, and it found its way into the earthen burial chamber.


The calling had come before, but it had been weaker and failed. Now the entombed, Terrandon and Lichant, twitched on their funerary slabs in response to the call of their master. Chains rattled, and manacles weakened by rust and age crumbled. Wards and curses meant to imprison them forever, but neglected and diminished by age, failed.


Three years ago, the lords of the north and west had risen only to be defeated by Green Riders, but now, Terrandon of the south, and Lichant of the east, clawed their way out of their prisons to answer the summons, for they must serve.


Seek the betrayer, Mornhavon commanded. Seek the Galadheon and bring her to me.
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“Cut it down and burn it,” Rider Dale Littlepage ordered.


The season’s first snow flurried down around the massive pine and melted on her cheeks as she gazed upward. It was a pity to destroy it, but its bark was riddled with blight, a black fungus that accelerated rot in otherwise healthy trees, and Sacoridia, with its vast, lush forests and reliance on the lumber trade, could not afford to allow it to spread.


As a pair of soldiers set to with their crosscut saw, Dale turned around. In the near distance gaped the breach in the D’Yer Wall. It looked as if a giant had knocked out a section of the wall, which rose to either side, seemingly infinitely to the heavens, an alchemy of stonecraft and magic. The repair work consisting of mundane stone and masonry filled the bottom of the breach. No giant, however, had broken the wall, but a single Eletian using magic to weaken a section that had already languished due to centuries of neglect.


Beyond the repair work, gray mist billowed and shifted, revealing the black crooked limbs of Blackveil Forest before concealing them once again. Dale had little doubt about the origin of the blight. It was even affecting the wood of their cabins and barracks, which would require repairs, and perhaps even rebuilds. It did not bode well for the palisade that had been recently constructed to encircle much of the main encampment. There were plans to build a keep of stone, but that would likely take years, and reinforcing the stonework of the breach took priority.


She glanced over her shoulder at the soldiers rhythmically sawing into the great pine, and decided she’d best remove herself from the area before it was felled. As she did so, the encampment’s chief mender, Leese, headed her way, and she sighed.


“Corporal,” Dale called to one of the soldiers nearby, “make sure everyone stays clear of that tree coming down, and get a crew together to hack it up and burn it.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“I thought you were going to take a rest day,” Leese said when she intercepted Dale.


Dale snorted. “There’s no time for that.”


Leese hurried to keep up. “You can’t keep going like this. When was the last time you had a full night’s sleep?”


Dale had no idea. She didn’t want to rest or sleep because that gave her time to think about … She swallowed hard, then halted. Leese stumbled to a stop beside her.


“Look, I didn’t ask to be put in charge,” Dale said, “and with the way things have been?” She shrugged. At least there hadn’t been any new incursions from Blackveil, except for the blight.


“When does Captain Wallace’s …” Leese cleared her throat. “I mean, do you know when the permanent commander is due to arrive?”


Captain Wallace’s replacement. That was what Leese had almost said. Dale closed her eyes, took a deep breath. She and Wallace had been in love. At first, they’d just enjoyed one another’s friendship and company, but it had grown into more. It had grown enough that they’d actually broached the subject of marriage.


“Dale?” Leese said. “Dale, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean … It came out wrong.”


The night the dark Eletians had stormed into the encampment by Tower of the Heavens, she’d witnessed her love torn apart by unstoppable enemies. Memory of being unable to reach him through the battle tormented her both in her dreams and waking hours, as though his loss was her fault.


She took another deep breath. “Captain Wallace’s replacement will likely arrive within the next few days.”


Many of their troops had been savagely killed or injured, and with Alton D’Yer hovering between life and death, they’d looked to her for leadership. After hostilities ended with Second Empire elsewhere, a few different officers had rotated through on a temporary basis to oversee the presence at the wall, then pulled out as the king and his generals reorganized. More troops had joined them, but their officers deferred to her because of her time and experience there, and because of Alton’s wishes.


“The captain was a good man,” Leese said quietly. “A good leader. He wouldn’t want to see you driving yourself so hard.”


“Please …” Dale blinked away the tears, fought the grief she had choked back for so long. It had been three months and it still ambushed her at odd moments. She had to lead the soldiers. She couldn’t break down in front of them.


“You’ve exhausted yourself,” Leese persisted. “What would Alton say?”


“He’d be doing the same if he were here.”


“Perhaps,” Leese mused, “he was not the best example for me to use.”


“He entrusted me to take care of things the way I saw fit.”


“And when he returns, what? You collapse? He’ll need you then, too.”


Alton was convalescing in Woodhaven, the seat of Lord-Governor Quentin D’Yer, his father. Dale did not discount Leese’s mending skills, but he could have died from the terrible wound inflicted on him by the dark Eletian. In fact, he had died briefly, but somehow pulled through.


“I don’t—” Dale protested.


She was interrupted by a strange feeling, an upwelling vibrating beneath her feet. A wind thick with the stench of rotting vegetation gushed through the breach. Creatures cried and howled from the other side of the wall.


Her brooch pinched her chest and she could almost hear or feel a calling, but could not make out the words.


Leese grabbed her arm and pointed. A winged creature, huge and oily black, with a long, snakelike neck and terrible talons, emerged from the mist that blanketed Blackveil Forest and swooped over them, every wingstroke beating a fetid stench down on them and churning the softly falling snow into chaotic swirls. The Eletians called them antesheys.


A scream stuck in Dale’s throat and she could not move. She could not hear Leese yelling at her. Dale had once almost been carried off by such a creature near this very spot, and she still bore the deep scars of its talons in her shoulder.


Leese was shaking her now, but Dale’s gaze was transfixed on the avian as it positioned itself overhead to stoop into a dive, with her and Leese as its target.


A blur of fur streaked from the woods, a bobcat. He snarled and leaped, seamlessly transforming into a gryphon, wings sprouting from his back, his snout growing into a powerful raptor’s beak.


“Bob!” Leese cried.


The anteshey backwinged as Bob arrowed straight for it. This time when Leese pulled, Dale stumbled after her.


When they neared the shelter of a cabin, they looked back. Gryphon and anteshey had locked talons, wings beating frantically. Bob dug in with his front claws, as well, and clamped his beak on the avian’s neck. The anteshey, however, was able to reach down with its own beak and snap at Bob’s spine. Dale clenched and unclenched her hands as she watched, fearful for Bob. Nearby, archers assembled and stood ready should he fail.


He broke off and she immediately saw why. More gryphons appeared and flew directly toward the anteshey with an eager meep or two. The gryphlings, all five of them, had arrived from Tower of the Heavens, followed by their parents, Mister Whiskers and Midnight. Whiskers and Midnight flew almost casually behind, holding back as the gryphlings cut through the snow and honed in on the anteshey. They were growing up quickly, no longer the roly-poly balls of fluff and feather, but lean and quick adolescents, and they were savage in their attack. The anteshey hadn’t a chance.


“This is going to get messy,” Leese said. “I wish they wouldn’t disembowel prey in midair.”


Dale closely watched as the gryphlings shredded the anteshey, feathers and entrails showering down, and something lightened inside of her to see that huge, menacing creature utterly destroyed. She rubbed her shoulder and smiled, but her smile faltered as she recalled the vibration she had felt in the earth just before the anteshey had arrived. The calling.


“What is it?” Leese asked.


“Did you feel, or hear, anything just before the avian came over the breach?”


“There was a gust of wind.”


“Anything else?”


“No, not really. What’s wrong?”


“Something else came through,” Dale said. “I’m sure of it, and it flushed that anteshey out of Blackveil.” She hastened to the pickets where her horse, Plover, awaited her.


Tower of the Heavens was one of ten towers located along the expanse of the D’Yer Wall. The towers had been constructed to allow guards to maintain a watch on Blackveil Forest and the wall itself, but centuries ago, that watch had failed. Within each tower, except one, remained the spiritlike visages of great mages who had assisted in that watch. They’d remained for a millennium, enduring even after death, something of their life essences preserved in lumps of tourmaline.


Dale eased through the stone wall of the tower. It had no door but permitted Green Riders to magically pass through solid stone. Once inside, she was hit by the acrid stench of cat. They’d made progress in training the gryphling brood to do their business outside, but the odor lingered. At least they hadn’t dumped a moose carcass inside of late.


As usual, she found the tower’s mage, Merdigen, arguing with his son, Duncan, also a mage.


“You can’t make me,” Duncan was saying. “I’d never agree.”


Merdigen tugged on his long ivory whiskers. “You are being selfish as always. I thought maybe you had changed, but I guess I was wrong. What will you do? Hide in the eyrie of the eagles for another thousand years?”


Duncan looked about to make a heated retort. Dale stopped him short by clearing her throat. “Oh, my dear lady, hello.” He gave her a flamboyant bow. While Merdigen looked the part of a wise old mage, Duncan maintained the appearance of a youthful and handsome man, his hair coiffed just so, and his shirt open to reveal his chest. Dale wondered if he had actually appeared thus when alive, or had made enhancements to his projected self. “How pleasant for you to visit us. You are looking radiant as ever.”


He was a terrible flirt.


“Right,” she said. “I was down at the breach, and something came through.”


The two mages glanced at one another, then vanished. She sighed and pulled out a chair, checking it first to make sure it was not covered in furballs or dismembered prey, and sat to wait. It did not take long before the two reappeared.


“Yes, something did come through,” Merdigen said, “and the wall guardians are extremely upset.”


He meant the spirits of magic users who had been sacrificed to create the magical strength of the wall. They existed within stone and mortar and held it together with song.


“Did they say what it was?” she asked.


“They do not speak in coherent speech patterns like you and me,” Merdigen said, “and when they are upset, it is hard to get much out of them.”


“Sort of like you,” Duncan muttered.


“Now, you listen here, boy—”


“Stop.” Dale’s patience had eroded greatly over the past few months. “What got through?”


Merdigen seemed to shrink in despair. “A calling of some sort. A calling from the heart of Blackveil, from Mornhavon the Black himself.”


This did not sound good. Not good at all. “To who, or what?”


“Whom, my lady,” Duncan replied. Before she could snap at him, he explained, “Based on what we have heard of events that occurred a few years ago, of a similar call going out, Mornhavon has summoned his remaining two lieutenants.”


“A few years ago? Lieutenants?”


“Sacor Clan chiefs who turned to Arcosia’s side and were rewarded with power and status by Mornhavon,” Merdigen said. “According to the accounts, he successfully roused Varadgrim, ancient lord of the north, and Mirdhwell, lord of the west. This time he’s after Lichant and Terrandon, we believe.”


Dale remembered the names of Varadgrim and Mirdhwell. The raising of Varadgrim had cost the lives of many in a delegation on its way to make contact with the Eletians. The two undead wraiths had also attacked castle grounds, and Mara, now the lieutenant of the Green Riders, had used her ability with fire to stop one of them as it searched the old Rider barracks for Karigan G’ladheon.


Varadgrim had eventually been defeated only when Karigan, inhabited by the spirit of the First Rider, slew him.


Dale scrubbed her face and felt, suddenly, a hundred years old. “Will he—will Mornhavon be successful in awakening these wraiths?”


“Hard to say for sure,” Duncan replied, “but if he is, they are no doubt already free of their prisons and have reentered the world.”
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Screams reverberated through every nerve of his body, cries of alarm and despair. Voices begged him to help them as evil brushed against stone. The wall guardians wailed as the dark calling slipped through the breach.


Alton D’Yer jerked awake, blinking in the daylight, confused and bleary-eyed.


“Alton? What is it?”


As his sight cleared, his gaze fell upon Estral sitting in an armchair across from him, her legs tucked beneath her. Sunlight streamed in from a near window and a fire crackled on the hearth. A book lay open on his blanket-draped lap.


“Alton?” she asked again, in her hoarse voice.


Sweat cooled on his temple. He wiped it with the back of his hand. “I dozed off, I guess.” Already, the dream was evaporating like shreds of mist.


“Yes, you did,” she replied, “in the middle of a conversation.”


“That was rude of me,” he murmured. He cursed himself inwardly. It would only convince them—Estral, his parents, the menders—that he wasn’t ready to resume his duties at the wall any time soon. “What were we talking about?”


“Bridges,” she said.


He glanced down at the book, a dry treatise on proper bridge construction, and it was upside down. No wonder he’d nodded off. He’d grabbed the book at random from his father’s library to read while Estral worked on her history of the Green Riders. Though she’d thoroughly searched the contents of the D’Yer library, she had found little that was pertinent.


Some remnant of his dream came back to him. Voices. Wall guardians. A fell voice calling. He shivered.


“What is it?” she asked.


“Remember that bit of music you were working on? For the wall, I mean.”


“I have never forgotten.”


The wall guardians had taken a shine to Estral in a way they never had to him. It was her voice and music they responded to, and small cracks around the breach had actually begun to heal. But then, a malevolent spell had stolen her voice. She could still speak at times, either in a whisper, or hoarsely as now, but at other times she had to communicate with chalk and slate. She most certainly could not sing.


“In fact,” she continued, “I carry a copy of that measure with me just in case …” She broke off and shook her head, a look of despair in her eyes.


The measure of music had been scribed into a book that documented the building of the D’Yer Wall. The great mage, Theanduris Silverwood, had written the book and overseen the creation of the wall, but the measure of music had been written in the hand of Estral’s ancestor, the first Golden Guardian, Gerlrand Fiori. They’d hoped she could find the “answer” to his five notes that sounded a “question,” and that it would help repair the wall entirely, but the magical attack that had stolen her voice had cut the endeavor short.


“Does this mean,” he said, “you’ve been working on it?” When the pain of her expression deepened, he was sorry he had asked.


“You know I’ve tried,” she said. “When I was in Selium, I pulled out all of Gerlrand’s work, his songs and scores, from the archives to see if I could find anything that would illuminate this one measure, but …” She shook her head. “It was all gibberish to me. The spell didn’t just take my voice and ability to play my lute; it took my ability to read and understand music. I can’t make sense of it, even when someone tries to show me how, or reteach me.”


“I’m sorry,” Alton said. “I should not have brought it up.”


She heaved a deep breath, and said, her voice now a mere wisp, “I have some minstrels working on it for me.”


“That’s a relief.” His sense was, however, that the measure required one of Gerlrand’s blood, specifically Estral, to unlock the missing notes. The music of the Fioris contained some magic that was able to reach the wall guardians. “I hope you can forgive me for asking about it. I think my dreams brought it to mind.” Though he’d lost the thread of the dream, a feeling of urgency remained. In fact, he’d begun to feel rather antsy.


“I forgive you,” she whispered.


“I love you,” he replied, and she smiled.


It had been amazing to wake up from one of his long healing sleeps weeks ago to find her sitting by his bed. She’d apparently been on her way to Sacor City in the aftermath of the Battle of the Sleeping Waelds, as the defeat of Second Empire was called, when she heard of his wounding. She had immediately turned for Woodhaven. He was truly a lucky man. She aided him through his recovery, offering quiet encouragement, and the occasional metaphorical kick in the buttocks when he needed it.


His parents, of course, were thrilled to host the Golden Guardian, and that a lady of such noble station cared for their son. And yet … though Lord D’Yer was by all measures delighted, if not smitten, by Estral, Alton sensed reservations on his father’s part at the possibility of a marriage match between his heir and the Fiori. Although Estral’s station as the Golden Guardian was akin to being a lord-governor, what she governed was not land, but a school and city, and the arts, history, and culture of Sacoridia. Her title would do little to bring the sort of wealth and power to the clan that Lord D’Yer would expect or desire.


Still, Lord D’Yer had not yet spoken of his misgivings to Alton and was, perhaps, taking time to assess how serious the relationship actually was. If it seemed unlikely to endure, then Lord D’Yer would avoid the unpleasant duty of having to intervene.


For Alton’s part, his intentions for Estral were extremely serious, and soon his father would have his answer.


She gazed into the fire. She’d had her own horrific time last winter as she traveled with Karigan and an Eletian into the north. Hardship, capture, torture, the loss of her father … Alton had not been there for her the way she had been here for him. His role at the wall had prevented it, but still he felt guilty. He would do his best to make it up to her. But first, he had to do something about that antsy feeling, which he took as a sign that he was truly mending.


“Do you feel like a walk?” he asked.


As they climbed the hill, Alton was dismayed by how the effort stole his breath, breath that steamed in the air. He shoved his hands deep into his coat pockets because, of course, he hadn’t worn gloves. He tried to conceal his labored breathing from Estral, but she was too observant.


“You all right?” she asked him in a whisper.


He nodded curtly. It was troubling how the wound had enfeebled him. Every day he tried to increase his stamina, and time after time he was humbled.


“You are doing well,” she told him. “It’s steep.”


He appreciated her encouragement but he didn’t believe her one bit. When he was a child, he ran up this hill with friends so he could fly back down it on his sled at breakneck speed. He’d never be able to ascend with the ease he had as a child, but at least he’d made it to the top.


A thicket of low-growing trees skirted the summit, but largely left the view of Woodhaven below unimpeded. It was a large town with the walled compound of the D’Yers on a hill of its own in its midst. Hundreds of chimneys puffed plumes of smoke into the sky. On the outskirts, daylight glanced off the half-frozen water of ponds and flooded quarries. Beyond Woodhaven, beyond the dull browns and grays and evergreen of the farmland and forests that surrounded the town, were clearings where active quarries continued to produce some of the finest granite in all of Sacoridia. Far to the east, he could make out the jagged ridges of the Wingsong Mountains beneath a ceiling of clouds dense with the promise of snow.


Something of the scene tugged at his memory. Not his boyhood memory of sledding, but something more … recent? He couldn’t recall the last time he’d climbed the hill, certainly not since he’d become a Green Rider. It was like a dream, or maybe like someone stepping on his grave. He rubbed his eyes as a shadow seemed to sweep over him.


“Alton?” Estral said, her sea green eyes full of concern.


“My grandsire used to walk up here with me on occasion,” he replied. “Used to talk about how fine the granite beneath our feet was, but he would not allow this hill to be quarried. He liked to get a look at the surrounding country, the lay of the land, and he believed that the K’maernians who taught us stonework once lived up here. There are some old foundations down the south slope a ways, but they could be from anything.”


He turned south, but the ruins were not visible from this vantage, and vegetation was grown up around them anyway. A range of higher hills blocked his view toward the great wall and the Blackveil Peninsula. If the magic in the wall made it appear to ascend to the heavens when he stood next to it, then why, he wondered, couldn’t he see it from here? Illusion, he supposed. It was there, but not visible unless you were right at the wall.


A throb passed through his veins, a summons pulling him southward. To the wall. Voices sang in his mind. He closed his eyes and forcibly turned away. An icy breeze stung his cheeks.


“Kind of cold,” Estral said. She wrapped her arms around herself.


He frowned. “Sorry, let’s head back down. I’m sure they’ll have some hot-spiced cider on the stove.”


They began their descent, but he stopped short. Estral gave him a questioning look.


He strode over to a clump of overgrown shrubbery and started pushing it aside. Matted by layers of leaves and moss was a bench of rusted wrought iron that had been formed with a leaf and branch design. He had last sat on it with Beryl Spencer. No, that wasn’t right. He’d been told that she had perished on some mission in the east. Even though she was a Green Rider, the king had often sent her off on secretive spy missions which meant he’d rarely ever seen her. So why did he seem to think the two of them would have sat together on this bench? He could not recall the how or why of it, but he was quite certain they had. He scratched his head in consternation.


“What is it?” Estral asked in a faint voice.


It must have been a dream. So many dreams.


“Alton?”


He turned to her and smiled. “Sorry, I got distracted. Doesn’t look like anyone has used that bench in many years. I forgot it was there.”


As they descended the hill, he felt a prickling on the back of his neck, but it must have been the touch of a snowflake on his skin.


When they reached the inner courtyard of the lord-governor’s compound, they found it full of soldiers milling about taking care of horses and baggage. They were not D’Yerian militia, but Sacoridian regulars.


“That’s the River Unit,” Estral said, “or some of it.” She looked eagerly about, and when her gaze landed on an officer talking to Lord D’Yer, she exclaimed, “Miles!” and sprinted off to join him.


Alton watched aghast as she ran into the man’s arms and hugged him soundly. It was, to his mind, a far too friendly greeting.
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Estral and Captain Miles Rennard parted as Alton approached.


“Allow me to present my son and heir, Alton,” Lord D’Yer said.


Rennard gave Alton a very proper bow. “My lord.”


Alton appraised the well-turned-out captain with a critical eye as Rennard did likewise. At length, Alton nodded and said, “Welcome to Woodhaven, Captain. I’ve heard quite a bit about you.”


The captain raised an eyebrow and glanced at Estral. “All good, I hope?”


“Very much so,” Alton replied. “I appreciate the service you rendered the Lady Fiori in the north, as she is very dear to me.” In fact, she had spoken often and with warmth about “Miles.”


“It was truly a privilege.”


Rennard, Alton knew, had led the honor guard that escorted Estral and the body of her father from the north to Selium. He had then stayed on to assist with funeral arrangements and, apparently, to provide emotional support, before returning to normal duty. Alton should have been the one to be there for her. Karigan had even sent him a letter asking him to attend the funeral, but orders were orders and he remained at the wall. His parents had gone in his stead.


“What brings you?” he asked.


“The captain has orders to take command at the wall,” his father said.


“I’ve stopped by to inform His Grace as a courtesy,” Rennard said. “I’ve brought two hundred of the River Unit with me to supplement the force already in place.”


Normally, Alton would be pleased by the addition of more troops, and he was, but he couldn’t help but have misgivings about Rennard himself. Or, was he just jealous?


“Lady Fiori has referred to you as ‘lieutenant’ when she has spoken of you,” Alton said. “It would seem congratulations are in order on your promotion.”


“I thank you. I was promoted a month ago, but I’ve a good deal of experience.”


“And the confidence of General Washburn,” Lord D’Yer added, “who has personally vouched for him and assigned him to the wall.” He handed Alton a sheaf of papers with ribbons dangling from official seals. A quick glance revealed that these were Rennard’s orders, signed by the general, and sealed by the army’s top command.


“I do not go in blindly,” Rennard said, “for I have studied the wall, read your reports, and spoken with many who have been assigned there.”


“It is not the same as being there,” Alton replied.


“No, I expect it is not. I hope I will benefit from your extensive experience and guidance. My understanding is that, though I am to command the troops there, I will report to you.”


Alton looked the man over again. His bearing exuded confidence as he stood there sure and straight in his crisp, clean uniform, his hands clasped behind his back. Alton was certain females, and maybe some males, found him appealing to look upon.


A quick glance to Estral revealed her barely suppressed amusement. He narrowed his eyes. She was amused by his reaction to Rennard.


“Will you be staying in Woodhaven?” he asked the captain.


“Only for the night. His Grace has generously offered us space in the militia’s barracks.”


He was going to stay with his soldiers? Now that impressed Alton. Most officers would jump at the chance to stay in the lord’s house, and he knew his father would have offered a guest suite to him.


“If you will excuse me,” Rennard said, “I must see that my people get settled.” He bowed. “My lords, my lady.” And with that, he was off with a pair of aides on his heels.


“He appears very capable,” Lord D’Yer said, admiration in his eyes, a look Alton had never received from his father.


“We’ll see,” Alton muttered. He fantasized about Rennard pissing his pants the first time he saw an anteshey or a dark Eletian.


Estral took his arm. “Come now,” she said. “You promised me hot-spiced cider.”


He allowed her to pull him away, but as they rested in the kitchen and drank the refreshment, he quickly faded into weariness from the effort of climbing the hill, and she found a servant to help her get him to his bed chamber. It was humiliating to feel so weak.


As he rested, a dream came to him. He stood upon the hill at night, but as he gazed at the view, there was darkness where he should have seen the lights of Woodhaven. Just stars in the sky and him. But no, he was not alone. Someone sat on the bench, and in the dream, it was not overgrown and covered in moss.


When he approached, he discovered it was Beryl Spencer who sat there, attired in her Green Rider uniform. She gazed ahead as though unaware of him, the glint of stars in her eyes. There was a familiarity to the scene, as though it had happened before, or perhaps it was simply a memory from earlier in the day trickling into his dream.


It all washed away when he awoke sometime later.


“Damn these dreams.” He rubbed crust out of his eyes.


It turned out he had just enough time to dress for supper and escort Estral to the dining hall.


“Did you rest well?” she asked.


Despite the dreaming, he felt refreshed. A week ago, even a few days ago, he would have had to stay abed all night and well into the next day after an excursion up that hill. He really was getting better.


“Very well,” he answered her. “I feel more like my old self than I have in a long time.” That was an exaggeration, perhaps, but his quick recovery from the hike made him ebullient.


However, his good spirits diminished somewhat when he discovered Captain Rennard would not be dining with his soldiers. He sat at the head table with Lord and Lady D’Yer. As a guest, he was placed to the right hand of Alton’s father. Estral sat between him and Alton.


Alton felt left out of the conversation as Rennard and Estral caught up and laughed at incidents to which he lacked the requisite nuances. Then Lord D’Yer asked the captain about the Battle of the Lone Forest.


“I understand you were there,” Lord D’Yer said.


“I was indeed,” Rennard replied. “I was with the king’s cohort as we made our surprise attack on Second Empire. Many uncanny things happened that night, and I admit my fear was great, but I’d a token from Lady Estral to keep me safe.” He smiled at her, and she beamed back at him. Alton glared at his plate, no longer hungry, his good mood turning sour. She had given him a token? That was what lovers did.


But Rennard said, “After all was said and done, and we were on the road to Selium, I returned the token, her minstrel brooch, when she made clear her heart belonged to Lord Alton. The gesture had done what it needed to at the time, and that’s what was important. It gave me courage as I set off into battle, not knowing if I would survive the night.”


Alton’s anger turned to ashes. What she had done for a young soldier going into battle had been a kindness, a generosity of the heart. He reached over and squeezed her hand, and she squeezed back.


Mollified, he listened to Rennard’s description of the battle, the horror of demons attacking, the king’s valor, and the surrender of the enemy. He told of rumors of the god of death arriving upon the scene astride his great black stallion, Salvistar.


“One or two claim they glimpsed Westrion and his steed,” Rennard continued, “but it was a confusing night, and the haze of battle can muddle a soldier’s mind. Was he there? I cannot say, but there were certainly enough souls present for him to collect.”


A strange expression had fallen over Estral’s face as Rennard spoke.


“What is it?” Alton whispered, but she just shook her head. Did she think she, too, had seen the god of death? That would be a disconcerting and frightening sight.


After the formal dinner concluded, Rennard asked to speak with Alton in more detail about the encampment at the wall, so the two retired to a seating area near the fire with goblets of mulled wine. The arms of Clan D’Yer, a sword crossed by a hammer on a field of gold, and bordered by a crenelated stone wall, hung above the hearth. When Estral excused herself to work on her book, Alton saw how Rennard’s gaze followed her as she walked across the hall.


“I am envious you’ve her devotion,” the captain said.


Alton smiled. “She puts up with me, but she is the Golden Guardian, and her first duty is to the people of Selium.”


“I do not think she considers you a duty.” Rennard chuckled. “In any case, we all have our duty and roles to perform. At the wall, I know you are in charge.”


“I am but a Green Rider.”


“Hardly. You are the one everyone looks to for answers and direction. I do not want to step on any toes when I arrive, so perhaps you can tell me more about the command arrangements there, and anything that is of especial importance to you.”


Alton told him what he could of the forces at the wall, and who answered to whom, and the personalities of those involved, including those of the tower mages and gryphons.


“This Rider Littlepage,” Rennard said, “who is currently in charge. What is her rank?”


“Green Rider,” Alton replied.


Rennard looked aghast. “I have the utmost respect for the king’s messengers, but you left a commoner of no rank in charge?”


Indignation arose in Alton. “Do not mistake being a Green Rider as being without rank. By that measure, she and I are at the same level. Only because I am the heir to Lord D’Yer do I command some authority. Rider Littlepage has been at the wall almost as long as I have, and more consistently than anyone besides myself. She is able to enter the towers to speak with the mages. She has intimate knowledge of some of the creatures that inhabit Blackveil. You could say she is my lieutenant, if you like, and she will be an asset to you as you find your footing there.”


Rennard nodded his acceptance. “I meant no offense to Rider Littlepage. What should I expect from Blackveil?”


They spoke at length about the creatures that had made their way over the breach, and what the Blackveil expedition had encountered a year and a half ago.


“Some creatures may appear wholesome,” Alton said, “such as the hummingbirds, but they are most decidedly not.”


Rennard, who had fought demons in the Lone Forest, looked unsettled as he listened to the description of dark Eletians. Good, Alton thought. None of this was to be taken lightly.


“They can come through the towers to our side of the wall?”


Alton nodded. “When the wall was created, only certain people were permitted passage through them—the tower mages, wall keepers, Green Riders, and Eletians.”


“And because these dark Eletians were originally ordinary Eletians, they can pass through, too?”


“A thousand years as Sleepers in Blackveil have corrupted them,” Alton replied. “Never forget how utterly dangerous they are.” He patted his midsection where one had stabbed him.


“I hear your warning and shall heed it, “Rennard said. He leaned in closer and said in a low voice, “I understand this is not the only warning you have spoken, but you have not mentioned the other this night.”


There was the prickling on the back of Alton’s neck once more, and a brief impression from his dream earlier, of Beryl sitting on the bench. When he realized he was rubbing the back of his neck, he stopped.


“It is said,” Rennard continued, “that you sent a warning to the king about dragons. Are there dragons in Blackveil? I thought they were just legend.”


“I—I don’t know. I was badly injured at the time, probably babbling nonsense.” Even as he said it, he knew it to be wrong. “I don’t know why I gave that warning. I am told I had just come back from death.”


Rennard nodded sagely. “And in the passage from beyond the veil, much can be seen and known. Or so says my sister who is a monk.” He grinned. “It may be that we find out, eh? I once thought gryphons and Eletians just the stuff of stories for children, but have been proven wrong. It is a time of wonders with legends walking the Earth once more.”


Dragons will come, had been Alton’s message in his delirium. He hoped it didn’t mean real dragons. They’d have their hands full with just what lay beyond the D’Yer Wall.


Later that night, Estral found him in his chamber packing his saddlebags. Her voice had deserted her once more, and she scribbled on her slate and showed it to him.


Going somewhere? she asked.


“I’m riding to the wall with Rennard tomorrow. It was time I returned to duty.” He gazed at his green shortcoat before he folded it and stuffed it into his bag. “It’s been far too long since I wore green.”


Estral did not look pleased, and there was mad tapping and the squeak of chalk as she wrote. Still healing. You barely made it up the hill today.


“I did make it, though,” he replied, “and I recovered from it rather well.”


She wiped the slate clean with a rag and wrote, After a lengthy nap!!!


He noted the emphatic punctuation of her sentence. “Look, I won’t exert myself.”


She rolled her eyes.


“I will exert myself as little as feasible,” he amended. “Someone needs to be in communication with the wall guardians, and I seem to be that person. Too much time has already passed.”


She sighed, and wrote, I understand, but you’ll undo your rest.


“I’ve already spoken to Mender Forrest and he approves of me going.” Grudgingly, that was, but Alton didn’t share that part with Estral. “He’s sending all kinds of medicines and instructions for Leese, whom I am instructed to obey.”


Fine, she wrote. I’ll make sure you do.


“Wait, what? You can’t go, it’s too—” She gave him such a withering glare that he dared not conclude the sentence. “I mean,” he said, treading carefully lest she decide to knock him upside the head with the slate, “I thought you were going to Sacor City.”


I AM FIORI.


He knew when he had lost. “Indeed, you are, Golden Guardian.” He bowed. The Golden Guardian could wander wherever she willed, and he had no say in the matter. “I only mean that I worry about your safety because I love you.”


They stood there gazing at one another for a few moments.


Finally, he said, “I recommend, my lady, that you get moving and start packing. We leave at dawn.”


A look of triumph crossed her face and she dashed from the room.


Alton sat in an armchair, suddenly wearied. He couldn’t keep her away from the wall, but he’d do all he could to protect her, even if it killed him. Again.
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“The expenses are exorbitant,” the lord-mayor said as he pointed to a rendering of one of the designs for Sacor City’s new gates. They needed to be replaced after the damage they had received during the recent war with Second Empire.


Officials and generals peppered the mayor with questions, but Zachary Hillander, the high king of Sacoridia, hung back. He had already examined the designs in detail and was tired of endless dreary meetings full of bad news. He drifted to the window. The mayor’s second-story office looked out onto the Winding Way, the main street through Sacor City, and it was starting to snow, the season’s first. First snows, he thought, were always beautiful, clean and fluffy, and charged with change. But this year, it portended a difficult winter.


People hurried about their business down on the street. Carts, horses, and pedestrians all created a scene of ordered mayhem as they traveled in one direction or another, much like the shifting flurries that descended upon them.


It was an ordinary enough scene, but the city was just getting back on its feet after war, and there were challenges ahead. Shortages abounded, the most concerning of which was foodstuffs. The countryside under assault from the Darrow Raiders had forced farmers to flee their lands, leaving crops untended. Despite the rationing that had been imposed on the city’s inhabitants over the spring, summer, and fall, scarcity was going to be a problem over the winter. Rhovanny and the Under Kingdoms were happy to help, but at a price. The treasury was feeling the strain of fixing the wounds of the city, feeding the citizens and livestock of the realm, and maintaining the army, which he ordered to remain at full standing.


His counselor, Les Tallman, joined him at the window. “Ah, it is snowing. The clouds rather looked like it earlier.”


“It’s melting as soon as it touches the ground.” Zachary glanced back toward the mayor. He and his audience were leaning over the drawings.


“Tiresome, isn’t it?” Les said in a low voice. “Going round in circles and rehashing decisions that have already been made?”


“I should be training with my troops, but there is always some other meeting I must attend, some other urgent business that requires my attention.” That wasn’t even counting the difficulty of bringing the lord-governors to heel in their obligations to supply soldiers and arm them. More trouble much greater than the Darrow Raiders or Second Empire was coming, but they would not be swayed by a threat they could not see.


“We’re living in unusual times,” Les replied.


Les was a valued adviser and friend, but Zachary missed Laren Mapstone, colonel of the Green Riders, and his friend and confidant since boyhood. Her years of experience made her an invaluable adviser, but she’d been taken captive by the king of Varos who coveted her special ability as a “truth-teller.” It was too soon to hear anything of the rescue mission he had sent to Varos, but he prayed for word nevertheless.


Les leaned closer to the window and there was a surprised uplift to his eyebrows. “I say, is that Sir Karigan?”


Zachary gazed out once more. At first he could not see her, but then he’d been looking for a Rider in green astride a chestnut gelding. And yet, she stood out. Among the city folk hustling here and there, she drew his eye. A slim woman sat upon a tall, white, high-stepping stallion with a proud, arched neck. Instead of green, she wore a black longcoat draped along the stallion’s flanks, a waistcoat and breeches of silver-gray, and a neatly knotted white neck scarf. Her unbound hair had grown long enough to brush her shoulders.


But was it her?


She guided the nervous stallion expertly through the crowds. When he started to rear, she did not panic, but brought him down and continued forward. It was only when she glanced aside, her cheeks pink in the cold, and snow flecking her crown of brown hair, that he could clearly see the patch that covered her right eye, and knew with certainty it was her, Karigan G’ladheon.


The warmth of delight and desire rushed through him, but it was tempered by frustration. Despite the permission, nay, the encouragement his wife had given for him and Karigan to pursue a relationship, this was the closest he had been to her in months. She’d taken leave to attend to clan matters in Corsa, and he, too, had been traveling to reinforce his authority among the balky lord-governors and to see conditions down at the D’Yer Wall.


Her appearance provoked mystery. Why was she garbed so? Where was she going, and from where had she acquired the horse? The stallion pranced and tossed his head, but she kept marvelous control of him with nearly imperceptible cues from hands and legs.


Zachary would not use his position to summon her to him so she could answer these questions. He refused to use his power as a king over a servant thus, just to see her. It was not how he wished it to be between them.


Not that there was much between them currently. His wife’s pronouncement that they be together with her approval only seemed to have the opposite effect. The unspoken, once spoken, only produced more awkwardness between them, and a desire to demonstrate there’d been no dishonor to queen or realm. It left only longing.


All too soon she was gone from view, gone like a passing dream, and he saw only the milling, bustling traffic crowding the scene. He turned back toward the mayor who was once more complaining about the lack of resources for all the repairs the city needed.


“My Lord-Mayor,” Zachary said, and all eyes turned to him. “There is a quantity of lumber coming from the royal forestry reserve west of the town of North. My forester there has personally selected strong, old oaks that can be used to remake the city gates. There will be a quantity of pine, too, that can be used in rebuilding the lower city. I should not worry about the expense for these raw materials, for there will be none to the city treasury.”


The relief on the mayor’s face was plain, and he bowed low. “That is the best of news, Your Majesty. A most generous gift.”


“It is no gift,” Zachary said, “but a necessity. The city needs its gates intact, and you must be mindful that the city will still be providing the labor.”


The meeting rambled on, but Zachary kept glancing out the window wondering if Karigan might reappear down on the street. He noticed Luin Prime Brynston, the head of all moon priests in Sacoridia, who was also in attendance at the meeting, watching him. He made a concerted effort to step away from the window and apply his attention to what the mayor was saying.


Zachary did not care for the luin prime. Brynston pursued a conservative philosophy and preached stridently against the evils of magic, a worldview his priests then took to their congregants. Estora favored him because he came from her home province of Coutre where he had served her family, and she’d seen to his ascension to luin prime. They were friends, though Zachary wondered how genuine the friendship was on Brynston’s part, and how much was opportunistic access to her power as queen.


When the meeting at long last concluded, the luin prime strode up to Zachary. He offered his ring to be kissed, but Zachary ignored it, a blunt reminder to Brynston, and any who might observe them, as to who was the head religious authority in Sacoridia. When Smidhe Hillander ascended the throne over two hundred years ago, he named himself primary in the eyes of the gods and prohibited, by law, priests from attaining any office in the halls of power after centuries of just that had led to undue religious influence on the crown and unprecedented corruption.


Naturally the moon priests were not best pleased, but as the generations passed by, they were left to manage their own affairs without interference unless their work ran counter to the crown’s authority. The crown, however, used care in its relations with the moon priests, for their influence among the devout of the crown’s subjects was not inconsiderable, and to act rashly risked alienating them.


Brynston smiled slightly, a sardonic curl to the corners of his mouth, and gave Zachary a polite, if shallow, bow.


“Your Majesty, I noticed that something outside seemed to be drawing your attention.”


“It is snowing.”


“Ah, the first snowfall always does elicit excitement. We should pray, however, this winter is not so fierce. I fear there will be enough suffering even if it is a mild one.”


The priests of the city’s chapel of the moon, Zachary thought, would want for nothing with the tithes they received from wealthy and poor alike.


“Was there something you wished to speak to me about?” he asked. “I was preparing to depart.”


“Well, there is a matter I wish to address. Frankly, I am concerned about the prisoner releases and that these Second Empire adherents of the one god will be reintegrating into our communities. If they are truly to become Sacoridians, they must be converted.”


This view of Brynston’s had been communicated to Zachary by his proxies in court. “No.”


“No?” Brynston said with a flicker of displeasure.


“Do you misunderstand the word?” Zachary asked.


“Er, no, Your Majesty. Your response is definitive, but perhaps made without counsel.”


“Then perhaps you consider me unschooled in the matter.”


Flurries battered the window as the wind shifted. A draft of cold air crept through the room.


After a moment in which Brynston seemed to consider how to respond to his king’s stern demeanor, he bowed. “Of course not, Your Majesty, but I wish you would consider my views on the matter.”


“I am well aware of your views,” Zachary replied. “And though my answer should have been enough for you and I should not have to explain, it is obvious that you require an explanation from my own lips.”


“My lord—”


“Silence.”


Everyone who remained in the room stilled and quieted at his sharp rebuke. Brynston was clearly taken aback and unused to being censured. In his capacity as luin prime, he would ordinarily be the one who doled out orders and reprimands. This, and it came from Zachary who was known as a reasonable and even-tempered king not given to fits of ill-humor. To Zachary’s mind, it did not hurt to exercise the occasional bout of kingly ire, especially with the likes of the luin prime who thought too well of himself.


“It is simple,” Zachary said. “Sacoridia is not closed to other nations. We trade vigorously and peacefully with those outside our borders, and many migrate here to live and work. Sacor City alone is home to many peoples from abroad who endeavor to live harmoniously with their neighbors, bringing with them new ideas, labor, and businesses. They would not be here, and we would not benefit from their presence, if we forced our beliefs upon them. Certainly, some do convert of their own volition, yes?”


“Yes, Your Majesty. But Second Empire is not made up of newcomers. They are not looking to live harmoniously with us. They started a war.”


“I am rather well aware of the war,” Zachary replied with an acerbic note to his voice. “But my impression from the people themselves, the ordinary folk who were not in charge, is that they are quite willing to resume their quiet way of life if given a chance. Just as we would not force conversion on newcomers, forcing it upon the followers of the one god would only embitter them. It would make them less willing to reintegrate, if not stir up another uprising of Second Empire.”


“Meanwhile,” Brynston countered, “their priests can propagandize for them to do just that.”


“We are being careful with our releases, seeking those who are not apt to cause trouble, including among their priests.”


“And what of the magic users among them?”


This, Zachary thought, was growing tiresome. He signaled to his servant to bring him his topcoat and help him into it. Perhaps the luin prime would take the hint. Others in the room did, and the floor creaked and groaned with their footsteps as they hurried to leave.


“What of them?” he asked.


“Was not one of the leaders of Second Empire a necromancer?”


“Grandmother. Yes, she was. But she is dead, and no others have shown an inclination for dangerous sorcery. If they had, I’m certain it would have happened during our recent battle.”


“What of the girl?” Brynston said. “She was used by Second Empire to take the Eagle’s Pass Keep.”


Zachary refrained from sighing as he tugged his gloves on. “You refer to the one known as Lala. We searched exhaustively for her, but we can only guess that she did not survive out in the wilderness.”


Brynston did not look convinced, and Zachary could not say he was either, but there was not much more they could do until Lala made her presence known, if she ever did. In the meantime, his focus must shift to defending the realm from the looming threat in Blackveil.


“During the years following the Long War,” Brynston said, not to be deterred, “my predecessor of that era assembled an order, a brotherhood, to hunt down magic users to purify the realm. It would seem to me it was high time to restore those warriors to their ancient purpose.”


In the era after the Long War, known as the Scourge, disease and hunger devastated the population. More insidious, however, was the death rate among magic users. It was high enough to have nearly caused their extinction. This had been no accident.


Currently, Zachary’s guard, Fastion, stood by the door keeping silent watch. Attired all in black and girded with a longsword, he and his fellow “Black Shield” warriors were so highly trained that they were considered human weapons. Consequently, at some point in their history, they simply became known as “Weapons.” They served not just to protect Sacoridia’s monarchs and its royal dead, but had always been charged with a higher purpose of preserving the sanctity of Sacoridia itself. Fastion’s hawklike gaze almost imperceptibly searched the room for trouble, and should any arise, he would instantly respond with all his training and skill, woe be to any who dared challenge him. The ancient order of warriors Brynston spoke of that had been responsible for purifying the realm of magic users so very long ago had never died out or disbanded. No, it remained alive and well.
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Robert Hollingdale tapped on the door, and at the muffled instruction to enter, he peered inside. The office was immense with large windows allowing daylight to flood in and accentuate its fine architectural details and all the art treasures and books displayed on the walls, shelves, and pediments. It was meant to impress, and it did so admirably.


In the center of the room, the sub-chief of his clan sat with her elbows propped on the oversized desk and rubbed her temples. Charts and ledgers, invoices and inventories, lay spread out before her.


“Madam,” he said, “there are some people here to see you.”


Rider Sir Karigan G’ladheon looked at him with her one keen eye. The other was covered by a patch, an unfortunate defect of the otherwise comely young woman, and the result of her ill-advised venture of joining His Majesty’s Messenger Service. He would never forget the scene that day over three years ago as they stood before King Zachary and she gave up everything, the luxuries, the secure future provided by her father, and her active role as sub-chief, all to be a lowly messenger. Robert had gaped in disbelief as she removed her clan rings from her fingers one at a time and handed them over to the cargo master, along with the medallion that marked her position as sub-chief of Clan G’ladheon. And for what? Danger, war, and injuries, just to deliver the king’s letters? Of course, she had comported herself heroically and had been knighted, but that seemed little consolation in exchange for all she had given up.


She was here now, though, when the clan needed her, and her status as sub-chief reinstated, at least temporarily. It mattered.


“Who is it this time?” she asked in a weary voice. “Another debt collector?”


“No. The people claim personal business with Chief G’ladheon and will not be turned away even though I informed them he was not here. They insist upon seeing whoever is in charge. They say they’ve come all the way from Black Island.”


There was a glint of interest in her eye as he’d thought there would be. Black Island was the ancestral home of the G’ladheons.


“I know it has been a long day for you,” he continued, “and I can send them away if you like.” They were a bit, well, rough. Not the usual well-heeled visitor that ordinarily came to this office.


“Did they give a name?” she asked.


“Turval. Do you know it?”


She shook her head. “Send them in. I could use a break from staring at these figures.”


Their affiliation with Black Island must have piqued her interest enough to see them despite her weariness. He brought in the trio, a man and woman of middle age, and a younger man in his mid- to late twenties. Their son, he thought. They gazed about the airy office in awe. Attired in woolens and oilskins, and heavy boots that clomped on the floor, they looked more ready to haul nets out on some offshore fishing bank than to present themselves to the daughter of the premier merchant of Sacoridia.


Sir Karigan folded her hands atop the desk and appraised the visitors coolly. The office was beset with an uneasy silence.


“Is there something I may help you with?” she asked at last.


Robert decided to stay and stood just inside the doorway to observe the exchange, in case she required his assistance.


“Well,” the older man began, a little nervously, Robert thought. “I—”


“Kariny Grey, is that you?” the woman blurted.


A stunned silence followed, and a glance to Sir Karigan showed a slight paling of her cheeks.


“Clare,” the man said, “what are you saying?”


The woman passed a trembling hand over her eyes. “I’m sorry. It’s like … It’s like seeing a ghost. For a moment …” She stared directly at Sir Karigan. “You look very much like her.”


“Sake of the gods, woman,” the man said, “what are you on about?”


Clare turned to her husband. “This is her, Edwin Turval. The one we came for—Kariny and Stevic’s girl.”


Edwin looked at Sir Karigan in startlement, but the younger man’s expression was, to Robert’s mind, more interesting, a mixture of disgust and eagerness.


“Is she right?” Edwin asked. “You’re Stevic’s girl?”


She stood, wariness in her gaze now, and she placed her hand over her heart and gave a slight bow. “I am Karigan G’ladheon, sub-chief of Clan G’ladheon, at your service.”


“I was expecting someone more …” Edwin swallowed the words he’d been about to say. Robert guessed that he had been expecting someone more demure, less commanding and confident, maybe younger. Someone more … girlish. A young lady who was not missing an eye. The man doffed his cap. “My apologies. We didn’t expect, that is to say, we hadn’t known you’d be here, as sub-chief. Last we heard, you gave all that up. My name’s Edwin Turval. My wife, Clare, and my son, Vernas. We come to see your pa, but this fellow—” He jabbed his finger in Robert’s direction. “—said he’s gone.”


“If you’ve business with my father,” she replied, “I am afraid you must address it with me at this time. I am overseeing the business of Clan G’ladheon in his absence.”


Good, Robert thought. She was being discreet. Not that it was a secret Stevic G’ladheon was off on a trading mission in the far western seas, but she wasn’t trusting these people with details.


“Heard something about that in Corsa,” Edwin said. “Wasn’t sure if it was true, so we came up here to his other office. Real sorry your aunt has been sick.”


She drew her eyebrows together. “Master Turval, I am very busy. If you could please state your business?”


“I guess you got no time for your own people, eh?”


Wisely, she did not respond.


“Well, then. Here it is. I am a good friend of your grandsire, Sutton G’ladheon. Very good, and about twenty years ago, we made an arrangement that benefitted us both greatly.”


Curiosity crossed her face, but was quickly shielded with a neutral expression as if to deny any interest in the Black Island G’ladheons. “Any arrangement you’ve made with the man who was my grandsire has nothing to do with Clan G’ladheon. Sutton G’ladheon, and his kin residing on Black Island, are not members of the clan, nor are they considered family.”


And so it had been, Robert thought, since the day a young Stevic had sailed from the island to find his fortune elsewhere and never to return.


“Well, sore that is,” Edwin muttered. “They’re good people, and your grandsire is a great man, but I know the feud between your sire and grandsire is long-standing. You should know, however, this arrangement has everything to do with you.”


“I’m sorry, Master Turval, but this interview is over and I wish you a good day. Robert, will you please show them out?”


“Of course, madam,” Robert replied, stepping forward. “Master—”


“Now, you wait just a minute,” Edwin shouted. “I’m not finished.” He pulled a document from his pocket. The ribbons of several seals dangled from it. “I have here a sworn document, all legal and everything, and no chit of a girl is gonna tell me what to do.”


Robert bristled, but Sir Karigan merely lifted an eyebrow. “Robert, perhaps you should inform Constable Niles that we require his assistance in escorting the Turvals out?”


“Immediately, mad—”


“I’m sorry!” Edwin cried. “I’m sorry I snapped. My wife tells me I can get a mite sharp at times, and I forgot myself. Please don’t get the constable. We’ve had a long journey to get here, and after everything, to be told to leave, it is hard to bear. Please, just hear me out.”


With more patience than Robert himself could have summoned, she replied, “All right. Speak, and then you leave.”


“Good, good. Fine. It’s like this. Sutton and I being good friends, and the top men on the island, formed an alliance. It’s been profitable. We got a fleet of fishing boats together and sell our catch up and down the coast, even in the Under Kingdoms. We don’t got wealth like this—” He waved vaguely at the office’s interior. “—but we’ve done well.”


“I don’t see—”


“I’m still having my say,” Edwin said, “and you need to hear it because of the law.”


“I am losing my patience, Master Turval. Get to the point.”


The man nodded. “This is my legal arrangement with Sutton.” He waved the document about again. “The lynchpin of this arrangement is you. The document says that when the granddaughter of Sutton G’ladheon was of age, she would marry my son, Vernas, here. Unfortunately, due to one thing or another, we couldn’t get here sooner, and I would say, girl, you are well past marrying age. Unfortunate. You’ve got airs, but I reckon Vernas will make you into a proper wife.”


Robert was aghast. The man was claiming a marriage alliance? Sir Karigan did not argue or question the islander. She simply sat behind the desk and sighed, looking more annoyed than surprised.


“Vernas,” Edwin continued, “will be a good, strong husband for you, which clearly you need, and you’ll make many children together who will be healthy and well-provided for, and carry on the Turval name.”


“Robert,” Sir Karigan said calmly, “would you please look over the document and advise me as to its legitimacy?”


“Yes, madam.”


“It’s legitimate,” Edwin countered, holding the paper to his chest.


“Robert,” she said, “is educated in the reading of legal documents. I heard you out, so courtesy dictates you allow my secretary to read it, and counsel me on what apparently affects my life so dramatically.”


Edwin reluctantly handed the document over. The room grew silent while Robert examined the language of the arrangement, the seals, and the signatures. Edwin’s was a thumbprint.


“Well, Robert?” she asked.


He licked his lips. “It is a little cruder than what I am accustomed to seeing, but the language is correct, and it appears to be properly witnessed and signed, including the signature of Sutton G’ladheon. It appears to follow all the conventions of a lawful agreement, but …” He hesitated.


“Yes?” she said.


“I am no law speaker,” he replied, “and would recommend further examination by one.”


Edwin snatched the paper out of his hand. “Oh, it’s lawful, all right. Any law speaker would tell you so. And what it means, girl, is that you’re family. We plan to take you back to the island with us.”


She leaned forward. “In that you are mistaken. My grandsire holds no rights to determine my future in this manner. Only my father could approve such a thing.”


“He’s not here, is he?” Edwin growled. “And the father of your father is the head of the family, and it is law.”


“I disagree,” she said, “but there is one who supersedes any head of my family, rendering your document irrelevant.”


“What?” Edwin blinked stupidly. “Who?”


“Our king.”


Robert silently cheered. Her position as a Green Rider was coming in useful after all.


“I am the king’s own messenger,” she continued, “a Green Rider. My service to the realm prevents me from moving to Black Island and marrying.”


“You will quit.”


She smiled, but it was not a friendly smile. “It does not work like that. I am beholden to the king’s service for the foreseeable future. If you have a problem with that, you may go before him at his next public audience.”


Robert wanted to laugh at the expression on Edwin’s face as he glanced at his son and wife, then to the document in his hand, before returning his gaze to Sir Karigan.


“I will—I will get a law speaker and we’ll see about this!” he sputtered.


Imagining the scene of this fisherman standing before King Zachary and demanding the hand of his royal messenger in marriage to the sullen-looking Vernas only deepened Robert’s amusement.


“You do that,” she said. “Robert, show them out, and if they won’t go, Constable Niles can help.”


Robert was glad that this time the man did not resist, though he seethed all the way out. Robert locked the door to ensure they did not return uninvited.


When once more he entered the office, he found Sir Karigan resting her head on the desk.


“Madam?” he inquired.


“Why?” she asked plaintively. “Why are people always trying to marry me off?”
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Karigan knew, of course, exactly why “people” were always trying to marry her off. She was heir to the chiefdom of Clan G’ladheon, the daughter of a wealthy merchant. Marry her, and the G’ladheon wealth was theirs. Edwin Turval had practically salivated as he gazed at her. If only he knew the truth, she thought.


She rubbed her temples again and closed her eyes. An uneasiness had settled over her that had nothing to do with the Turvals or clan business, like an icy breath on the back of her neck and darkness falling across her vision. She felt more than heard a whisper laden with murk and rot calling, calling out to that which should remain entombed. There was a distinct pinching of her Rider brooch and she shivered.


“Are you all right, madam?” Robert asked.


She opened her eye surprised to find herself in the daylit world. After a moment’s disorientation, she replied, “Yes, yes, I am fine.” She shook off the darkness that was already dissipating like a dream. “I am just thinking that we have a week to close down this office. You will have to begin without me.”


“I will handle it,” he replied. “Anything else?”


Her relief was immense that she had so capable a helper. Before she’d become a Green Rider, he’d been her secretary. But he was much more, a member of the clan who had reliably served her father for years. When she’d started overseeing clan business in her father’s absence, he’d stepped back into the role. Loyalty, trustworthiness, and reliability, she had discovered, were not so common traits outside of the messenger service, which made Robert all the more valuable an asset.


She passed him a key across the desk, then took a sip of the tea he’d brought her. The headache still plagued her, but the soothing herbal blend helped.


“That’s the key to the place on Ripley Street,” she told him. The new office was a considerable downgrade, but they could no longer afford this one as large as it was, and located in a prestigious section of the middle city. She would have closed down the Sacor City office entirely, leaving only those in Corsa, but she needed someplace to conduct clan business in Sacor City. Her aunts—her father’s four sisters—would do what they could in Corsa, but they needed her help.


“If I may be so bold,” Robert said, “you are doing very well under the circumstances. In fact, I would say you are a natural, just like your father. I have never understood why you gave up your position to be a messenger.”


She smiled ruefully. “It’s a long story, and perhaps one day I’ll return to the merchanting business full time, but for now, my work as sub-chief is temporary as I must serve the king.”


“I understand.”


But it was clear he did not. Many involved in business could not understand why she’d give up a successful and profitable position to serve as a lowly messenger. For them, it was more important to achieve personal reward rather than work for a greater purpose. Joining the Green Riders had been a calling, not a personal choice. In fact, it had not been a choice at all, but as she had accepted her role as king’s messenger over the years, it had opened her mind to the idea of serving not only her king, but the realm as a whole.


She gazed at the office with all its fine furnishings and decor. It was impressive, but impersonal, and all for show, her father’s way of reinforcing his image as a successful merchant. Then she glanced at the gold-rimmed teacup in her hand and sighed.


“There is one more thing you can do,” she told Robert.


“Yes?”


“See if you can get rid of all the bric-a-brac, including this tea service. Might be able to get a decent price for it.”


“Won’t it displease your father?”


She shrugged. “I don’t think it’s anything that has sentimental value to him.” Her teacup settled onto its saucer with a clink. “Besides, he’s the one who got us into this mess in the first place. We need to bring in any capital we can, any way we can.”


Robert nodded. “I will see what I can do, then.”


It was a faint hope that they’d profit from the sale of the office’s contents. People were still recovering from the effects of the Darrow Raiders and the war with Second Empire, and times were hard for many. Maybe some up-and-coming aristocrat would need to furnish his new estate. In any case, any income at all would benefit the clan’s situation.


“I will just remind you that you are due to go before the guild next week,” Robert said.


Oh, joy, she thought. As if her first audience with the guild’s puffed-up triumvirate had gone so well. She was definitely going to have a few words with her father when he returned.


The stallion’s name was Aspen. He was a fine-bred, gaited horse that had testicles for brains. It did not help he hadn’t been ridden much since her father left for Varos. She’d sell Aspen, too, but she knew how attached her father was to his horses. She could, after all, relate, and she couldn’t do that to him. Besides, for the time being, riding Aspen to manage clan affairs rather than her messenger horse, Condor, helped maintain separation between clan business and the realm’s business. She was acutely aware of how the intersection of her two lives—merchant and king’s messenger—could arouse suspicion over conflict of interest.


Clan G’ladheon, of course, did business with the realm, primarily supplying the Green Riders with their uniforms and gear. Her father had done this at no expense to the royal coffers, though more recently Zachary had relaxed taxes on the clan in appreciation of its generosity. That alone could be construed as favoritism by those wanting to make trouble for Zachary or her father.


It was a relief when the stable came into view, for Aspen had put himself into quite a prancing huff as they worked their way through the late day traffic.


One of the grooms stepped out into the stable yard to take command of the stallion. Fortunately, her father had paid a full year ahead for boarding, and she would not have to come up with the funds to cover it, especially since it was one of the better stables in the city.


“Would you like me to tack up Condor?” the groom asked.


“Yes, please,” she replied, and she hurried across the street to the Wayward Inn where her father had also paid ahead for surprisingly modest, but comfortable, rooms. He might pretend to ostentation to impress those with whom he did business, but his tastes, in truth, tended to be more low key.


The innkeeper gave her a cheery greeting as she dashed up the stairs, and once through the door to her father’s suite of rooms, she headed to the bed chamber. In the wardrobe hung her change of clothes, a soft linen shirt and loose trousers, and a bulky sweater knitted by her Aunt Stace. It was much less formal than what she’d worn as a “merchant,” and far more comfortable, the type of attire she ordinarily wore on her rest day.


In her role as merchant, she must look the part of a sub-chief with the finest materials, modern cut, and finely tailored fit. She carefully hung her neck scarf over a peg in the wardrobe, her fingers slipping along the length of soft silk. There was a part of her, a darker self, that she drew on to do all she must as she fulfilled her role as sub-chief of a merchant clan. She could not present herself as the privileged daughter to whom all had been given, and anyone who expected some callow schoolgirl pretending at being the sub-chief must be made to regret their misperception.


She must prove herself the leader of the clan in her father’s absence, pressuring debtors and pushing back collectors of debt. She must cajole suppliers and seek buyers. Perhaps most intimidating of all, she had to confront rough longshoremen, caravan guards and drovers, and sailors. And finally, she must oversee her father’s varied investments in shipping, which were in the hands of shifty brokers who wouldn’t think twice about cheating an innocent.


She disrobed and carefully hung her formal merchant garb in the wardrobe. The state of affairs in which her father had left the business had proved challenging, to say the least. Their warehouses stood nearly empty with little to trade since he had taken most goods with him to Varos, and an underhanded accountant who, while her aunts were distracted by the illness of their eldest sister, emptied the clan’s coffers and ran off, leaving them nearly in ruin. As she changed into her comfortable rest day clothes, she thought that if she ever caught up with that accountant, she’d show him no mercy. She had, in fact, hired a pair of those rough longshoremen to hunt him down.


It was her job to keep the business alive in a time of decrease, when commerce in the realm had been damaged by war and it would take time to recover. Her father would come back soon. He had to. She just had to keep it all going until then.


A shadow stood just outside her peripheral vision. It was her other self who sometimes appeared to her, the result of a spell cast by an unnatural child named Lala, the granddaughter of Second Empire’s former leader. Karigan’s other self often encouraged her to embrace her darker inclinations. It was the side of her that would not show that accountant any mercy.


With all that she contended with, running the business, facing all the obstacles and difficult people, she could see how it could change a person, how one could permanently assume the persona of that other self. It deepened her appreciation for her father who, despite it all, retained his generous and good nature when the demands of the business could have hardened his heart. Nor had he succumbed to greed. Many, in fact, benefitted from his generosity, and she hadn’t realized just how much until she closely examined the books.


She closed the wardrobe doors and sighed, ready to make her transition from merchant back to Green Rider. It was impossible to leave her other self behind, but there was separation. Attired in ordinary clothes, she felt more herself, could feel the complications of her day and the stress easing. Being a king’s messenger was, in many ways, less complicated than being the sub-chief of Clan G’ladheon.


Except, she thought, as she skipped down the stairs, her work as a messenger was likely to become more complicated. She believed there was going to be a reckoning where Mornhavon the Black was concerned. She felt it like an ache in her bones.


When she returned to Rider stables on the castle grounds, she led Condor into his stall and patted his neck. She’d put a lot of her frustration into grooming him, giving him a good deep curry and stiff brushing, throwing her muscles into it, until his chestnut hide gleamed. It was balm for any stress that remained, and he had groaned in contentment as she worked. He nudged at her coat pocket until she produced half an oatcake that had been the remains of her breakfast. She laughed as he daintily lipped it off her palm and made a show of munching it down. Afterward he nudged her for more.


“Silly horse, that’s all I had.”


He lifted his head just then, ears pricked forward, and gave a full-throated whinny as horses trotted into the stables. Hep, the stablemaster, whistled and called the horses in, for it was feeding time. The horses milled in the aisles between stalls and she helped sort them all out. Then she assisted with feeding, scooping grain into buckets while Hep threw flakes of hay into stalls. She moved warily around Anna’s mare, Maddie, who watched her with her equally wary single eye, and she took some extra time with Colonel Mapstone’s two geldings, Bluebird and Loon. The pair ate well enough and were responsive to her words and caresses. Messengers and their horses formed special bonds, and the horses were able to sense when something was wrong with their Riders. Loon and Bluebird’s good attitude told Karigan that the colonel must be all right.


After supplying each horse with fresh water, she found Hep staring out into the deepening dusk toward the pasture, a pensive look on his face. Snow whirled in through the open doors around him.


She stood beside him and followed his gaze. Snow alighted on her hair and cheeks. “I don’t think it’ll amount to anything. Ground’s still too warm.”


He grunted but continued to stare outward as if searching for something.


“What is it?” she asked.


“Dunno. Thought …” He shook his head. “Nothing, I guess.”


She pulled her coat closed as a gust of wind sent a cloud of flurries inward. Hep didn’t move.


“Are you sure it’s nothing?” she asked.


He shrugged. “Could’ve sworn there was another horse out there. A youngster, maybe, running and kicking up its heels. I couldn’t quite see it, thought maybe I heard the hooves, but … then nothing.”


“All the horses are accounted for,” Karigan replied, “unless another Rider has arrived.”


“No Riders have come in. Gah, I’m just having a fancy, I guess, with all this snow blowing around.”


He thanked her for her help, then withdrew into the stables to close up. She wondered about his “fancy” as she set off into the flurries. Hep was about as sensible and grounded as anyone she knew, and it was unusual for him to be seeing things.


As she walked along the pasture fence, she thought she heard the plod of hooves. She paused and stared into the pasture, but saw only the snow descending in waves in the quickly diminishing light, and heard only the wind whistling across castle grounds.


Hep’s “fancy,” it would seem, was infectious.
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Two days later, Ghost Kitty sat on Karigan’s desk and watched her carefully ink figures into the ledger, mischief in his eyes. It was bad enough she had to personally handle the clan’s accounts, but now the books of the Green Riders needed reconciling. Poor Mara minded the books when Karigan and Daro were unavailable, but it was not her strong suit, especially when the castle and city were under siege by the enemy, as they had been in the summer. She’d done her best, but receipts and entries were missing, and the figures were a mess, and so it had been left to Karigan to sort it all out.


She stroked Ghost Kitty’s cheek and was rewarded with loud purring. At least purposeful deceit had not been at play, she reflected, unlike the clan accounts.


The bookkeeping and assisting Tegan with Chief Rider duties kept her close to home. She rarely left the castle except on rest days to attend to clan business. She wasn’t absolutely sure, but she’d a sneaking suspicion someone up the chain did not wish for her to go away on long message errands. Someone very high up. And yet, she couldn’t discount the fact that in the colonel’s absence, the Rider officers, Mara, Connly, and Tegan, were forced to take over her responsibilities in addition to their own. It was not surprising they’d need help and that certain duties would trickle down.


Karigan rubbed her tired eye. She was glad to assist where she could, though she wished for some other assignment than keeping the books just for a change of pace. At least she wasn’t out in the city, in uniform, where someone would invariably recognize her as the “Spirit of Light,” the one who, with the use of her moonstone, had guided hundreds to safety as the lower city burned. She’d even been approached by people wishing her to bless them. She did her best to explain she was no Spirit of Light, but an ordinary messenger. It did not, however, seem to discourage them. Fortunately, no one recognized her when she went into the city in civilian clothes.


She heaved a long sigh, determined to keep chipping away at the Rider accounts, and gods be damned, she would not stop until she restored the mess to perfect order even if all the denizens of Blackveil fell upon her.


Ghost Kitty reached out to paw the inkpot.


“Oh, no, you don’t.” She grabbed it, and he retracted his paw to lick it as if that had been his intention all along. “You are not a help.”


He ignored her and jumped to the floor with a thump and left, rubbing his side against the doorframe on his way out. Her chair creaked as she sat back and massaged the nape of her neck. She’d been hovering over the books too long and needed a break. She was considering whether to make another pot of tea when a Green Foot runner appeared in her doorway.


“Captain Connly asks you to come to the throne room,” the boy said.


“Isn’t this the day of the king’s public audience?”


“Aye, ma’am. Captain says not to waste time.”


What now?


As directed by her captain, she did not “waste time,” but hastened from her quarters in the Rider wing to the throne room. The guards let her pass without a challenge. The throne room was long with high, narrow windows. Shafts of late afternoon daylight from the west side fell upon clusters of courtiers and citizens seeking their king’s counsel. The chamber was not nearly as crowded as it would have been earlier in the day, so she slipped easily to near the front to see what was going on.


Zachary sat upon his throne chair looking pensive. The queen’s throne was vacant, and Karigan idly wondered where Estora was. Castellan Javien stood near the thrones reading through a document. A tense silence emanated from Zachary, and onlookers who stood around her murmured and shifted restlessly.


“This document is in order, Your Majesty,” the castellan said.


“Of course it’s in order,” said another man, who stepped forward.


She groaned inwardly. Edwin Turval. He had called her bluff and taken his case before the king to force the issue of her marriage to his son. She then picked out Clare and Vernas among those in the very front.


Connly, who had stood near the dais as an adviser, or at least a Green Rider presence for those who’d been accustomed to seeing Colonel Mapstone, spotted her and made his way toward her. When he reached her, he asked in a quiet voice, “Do you know these people?”


“They showed up at my father’s office a couple days ago,” she replied.


“It’s all very lawful,” Edwin was telling Zachary, “and Sutton G’ladheon is the head of the family.”


Connly shook his head. “You find more trouble than a cat,” he told her.


She flashed back to Ghost Kitty reaching for her inkpot. “Not nearly, and I didn’t go looking for it. It found me.”


“Either way,” he replied, “I have never known anyone who attracts more trouble than one person ought to.”


He had no idea.


Zachary sat as stonily still and quiet as one of his Weapons, observing the proceedings. He looked regal and forbidding in his royal cloak and fillet, though little of his thoughts could be divined from his expression. She was not worried that he’d relent to the wishes of the Turvals and release her from the Riders so she could marry. No, she was more interested in how he would reject their claim.


“You do know that Rider G’ladheon serves at the king’s pleasure,” Counselor Tallman told Edwin.


“We discussed it,” he replied. “If His Majesty won’t release her, then Vernas will live here with her until such time as her duty is done.”


A clever response, she thought, but unlikely to sway Zachary.


Zachary subtly shifted his gaze to her. Somehow, he’d been aware of her arrival and picked her out of the crowd. “That is an interesting solution,” he said, “fulfilling the needs of her service to the crown as well as to her new husband.”


What? Karigan screamed inside.


Edwin beamed in triumph.


Zachary’s gaze shifted back to Edwin. “However, I will not allow the scheme to proceed without her consent, or that of her father and her other family.”


There was a pause in which everyone in the chamber stilled themselves as if to work out his meaning.


“Other family?” Edwin asked, voicing the question that must be on the tips of their tongues.


“Yes. My understanding is that Stevic G’ladheon broke with his father long ago and does not recognize him as a member of the clan, and therefore does not answer to him. Thus, Sutton G’ladheon is not the head of her family, a clan that does not include the island G’ladheons.” Before Edwin could sputter a protest, Zachary continued, “As for her other family …”


Oh, no, she thought. He was going to announce it in front of all these people. Not that her unconventional “adoption” by the royal House of Santanara of the Eletians was a secret for it had been impossible to contain, but it was not widely known and she preferred that those who had heard about it weren’t reminded.


“This summer she was adopted into the house of an important family whose head would certainly wish a say in this matter.”


“How can this be?” Edwin demanded. “Who is this man who claims her?”


Karigan braced herself, but Zachary simply replied, “He is beyond your reach.”


“Beyond my reach? But Your Majesty, you are the highest lord of the land. If I can speak to you here on this day, how can any other man be beyond my reach?”


“Because he is in Eletia.”


Karigan wished she could see Edwin’s face. Murmuring erupted around her. The story of her being named a scion of the House of Santanara was perhaps not as well-known as she had thought.


Edwin asked, “How is that even possible? Eletia is legend. Those people no longer exist.”


Surprise briefly flitted across Zachary’s features.


“Are you calling your king a liar?” Castellan Javien demanded in a deceptively mild tone.


Edwin bowed. “N-no, of course not. But … Eletians? Surely bedtime tales for children.”


Karigan was so accustomed to the idea of Eletians back in the world, had even visited Eletia, that she had forgotten their return was relatively recent and that more isolated regions, like Black Island, might not have heard the news.


“They have always been here,” Zachary said, “even before our own folk, and they were our allies during the Long War. They never left the world, though they kept to themselves. We all thought they had vanished for good, but now we know that is not the case. They are our allies once more as we face the resurgence of Mornhavon the Black, and Karigan G’ladheon is an important link in that alliance, for she has been formally adopted into Eletia’s ruling house. Behold, Lady Winterlight of the House of Santanara.”


There it was, the pronouncement before all these people, and it could not be taken back, forgotten, or denied. Heat rose up from her collar into her face as everyone followed the king’s gaze and stared, parting a little so that she stood alone in a clearing. Courtiers gave her reassessing glances—some rather cold and calculating—and murmured among themselves, the cogs and wheels of political machinations no doubt whirring in their brains. The common folk present for the audience looked over one another’s shoulders to see the oddity of a Sacoridian Eletian. One or two bowed or curtsied to her.


Dear gods, she thought. Nothing would ever be the same again. Lady Winterlight would now be too well known.


As for the Turvals, they gaped at her. Edwin turned to Zachary. “Is this lawful?”


Zachary stared down at him. “It is not for Us to judge what is lawful in the land of Our ally, but We respect their judgment. We suggest, Master Turval, that you return to your island and find another, more suitable match for your son, and do not broach this matter with Us again.”


Castellan Javien tapped his staff on the floor. “You are dismissed.”


Edwin hastily bowed and backed away from the throne. He drew his wife and son away with him. The expression on his face was unreadable as he took one last look at her. And just like that, the issue of a marriage contract with the Turvals was dropped.


Connly shook his head beside her. “Like a cat,” he muttered; then he returned to his place beside the king’s dais.


She was about to leave when she overheard the next petitioner say, “—attacked by dragons.”


Many in the throne room laughed, but not Zachary. “You are certain these were dragons?” he asked.


“A survivor was brought to Lord Arey,” the man replied.


The throne room hushed. Karigan knew Zachary would not want to cause panic among the people, so he would handle the topic of dragons with delicacy.


“The waters off Arey can be treacherous,” he said, “and many ships have met their demise there. Might this sailor, in the terror of his ship breaking up, have imagined seeing a dragon caused the wreck?”


It was a moment before Lord Arey’s messenger spoke again. “It is not the first such incident that has been reported, my lord. The survivor is credible. In any case, I’ve Lord Arey’s letter for you.”


Javien accepted the letter and presented it to Zachary. Zachary did not open it. “Please refresh yourself in our kitchens,” he told the messenger, “and await a response.”


The man bowed and strode from the throne room.


It was time for Karigan to leave, as well. However, if she thought the topic of dragons would make people forget what was said of her Eletian status, she was to be mistaken.


As she turned to leave the throne room, people stared curiously at her. One gentleman intercepted her.


“My lady,” he said with a bow. “I am Lord—”


“I’m sorry,” she interrupted. “I must return to duty.” She hurried out of the throne room and did not look back.


Titles were trouble. They brought unwanted attention and responsibility, and in the case of Dama Cearing Asai’riel, the Lady Winterlight, the weight of unknown intentions. The reason for Crown Prince Jametari adopting her into the House of Santanara was a mystery not only to her, but to the Eletians themselves, as well, which was worrisome. Eletians liked to play games and Jametari, her adoptive brother, was a master.


When she returned to her chamber, she thought to settle back into working on Rider accounts. Though it was a wearisome chore, numbers held some comfort for her. They could be puzzling and frustrating, but they did not lie, were not subtle, and were not likely to meddle in her life or confer unwanted titles upon her. But quiet accounting was not to be. No sooner had she sat down than another Green Foot runner appeared at her door.


“What now?” she muttered.


The boy bowed. “Rider Lady Winterlight,” he said, “Her Majesty the Queen has sent me with this.” The boy held out an envelope addressed to Lady Winterlight in gracefully written and shimmering gold ink.


Uh oh, she thought. More trouble.
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Rider Tegan Oldbrine paused in Karigan’s doorway. “Did I just see a Green Foot runner stop by?”


Karigan looked up from the envelope. “Something from the queen.”


Tegan stepped into her chamber. “Pardon my curiosity, but what is it?”


Whereas Tegan was eager, Karigan was filled with dread. She guessed it was an invitation to one event or another. She had received others to teas, suppers, concerts, and a variety of entertainments, all of which she had declined. She’d little interest in gathering socially with those of noble status. Just from the envelope and its gold ink, it looked like something much grander than those that had preceded it.


“Well?” Tegan persisted.


The gold feather brooch that indicated Tegan’s rank as Chief Rider glinted against the green of her shortcoat. Karigan had worn it for a brief time before Connly had demoted her.


She opened the envelope. More gold ink curved and looped in graceful script and gleamed in the light.


“What does it say?” Tegan asked.


Karigan quickly scanned it. “It’s an invitation from the queen to the harvest ball on Feast of Vendane.” Vendane was the god of harvests.


“Ooh,” Tegan said, practically bouncing. “Is it a masquerade?”


“No.”


“Darn,” Tegan said. “No Queen Oddacious this time, I guess. I do know some excellent dressmakers if you are in need of a gown, though.”


Karigan raised an eyebrow at her friend.


“Fine, fine, but just you wait. You’ll come looking for me sooner or later. Tell me at least that there’s going to be a feast at this ball.”


“I’m not going, so I don’t need a gown,” Karigan replied. She happened to have other reasons to make the acquaintance of a fine dressmaker in the city and hadn’t needed Tegan’s help. “As for the feast …” She scanned the invitation. With this year’s scarcity due to the war with Second Empire and the conflict with the Darrow Raiders, the idea of a traditional Feast of Vendane banquet seemed a little out of step with the reality of everyday folk who must do without. “Ah,” she said. “Light refreshments.” Which meant they’d likely be generous refreshments, but too modest for the usual feast, which was slightly more sensitive in regard to the general population.


“You’ve got to go,” Tegan said. “It’s the social event of the season. I can do your hair.”


Karigan sighed and dropped the invitation on her desk. “Thank you, but like I said, I am not going.” The fact it was the social event of the season was enough reason for her to decline the invitation. She’d been to royal balls before, and her experiences had left something to be desired. “I’ve much to do between Rider accounts and clan business.”


“Might do you good to go,” Tegan said, “after all you’ve been through. An evening of fancy dress, dance, and fine libations can do wonders for one’s spirits.”


“I’d much rather have a tooth pulled.”


“Karigan Helgadorf G’ladheon,” Tegan said, and Karigan frowned at the use of her middle name, “Mara is right. You can be awfully crotchety. Several of us Riders would love that kind of invitation and would happily go in your place, if only we could. Well, to each her own.”


“I’m not—” But before Karigan could finish, Tegan was gone.


I’m not crotchety, she thought. But she now felt guilty. She wished she could send another Rider in her place, but the invitation was for her, and her only. She sighed and pulled out a fresh piece of paper, pen and ink, and carefully thanked the queen for the invitation, and offered her regrets that she could not attend such a grand occasion. She then hunted down a Green Foot runner and sent him with her response to the queen.


Satisfied that was out of her way, she returned to her chamber to resume work on Rider accounts. Not half an hour had passed, however, when the runner knocked on her door again.


“The queen requests that you attend her,” he said.


“Now?”


He nodded and told her where she’d find Estora.


One did not disobey a direct summons from the queen and Karigan did not dawdle, but swiftly left the sanctuary of her chamber for Estora’s solar. She assumed Estora had not been pleased by her response to the invitation.


When she reached the entrance to the solar, the Weapon Cori ushered her inside. The air within was pleasantly humid and smelled of fresh greenery. Estora was watering what appeared to be herbs. The entire solar flourished with potted plants great and small, saplings branching toward the ceiling, and ivy climbing columns, and various kinds of vegetation with leaves and blossoms spreading and growing wherever there was floor space. There was so much greenery it was, in fact, difficult to see from one end of the room to the other.


When war with Second Empire had threatened, Estora ordered the ornamental gardens of the central courtyard converted to vegetable gardens. Many of the ornamental plants, however, had been preserved. With ample sunshine pouring through the solar’s windows and Estora’s care, the plants were doing well. It was a bright and green oasis in the otherwise dismal stone walls of the castle.


“Ah, Karigan,” Estora said, setting her watering can aside. She wore an apron over her dress, and gardening gloves. “Thank you for coming.”


Karigan bowed. Had she a choice? It was the first time she’d been in Estora’s company since the queen’s startling declaration that Karigan and Zachary should be together with her blessing. Recalling that day, Karigan couldn’t help but feel awkward.


Estora tugged off her gloves and removed her apron. “I received your response to my invitation to the harvest ball, and I must say I am disappointed.”


“I am afraid I have been very busy,” Karigan replied.


“So your note said. However, I believe you should reconsider and find the time, for attending would be in your best interest.”


“But—”


Estora raised a finger. “No buts. You must take into consideration your status. You are no longer a common messenger, not even just a knight, but a scion of the king of Eletia. You are a representative of our ancient ally.”


A representative of Eletia? She had not thought of it that way. “But I was not given such a duty. Your Majesty, I do not know what the Eletians are up to by naming me an heir to the House of Santanara, but I don’t think they intended me to represent them in any way.”


“Are you so sure?” Estora countered. “Whether or not it’s what they intended, it is what people are perceiving, and they are anxious to see and get to know you, she who bore the light of the muna’riel and guided so many—hundreds, maybe thousands—to safety when the lower city was burning.”


Karigan twisted a ring around her finger, an emerald birch leaf on a band of white gold given her by Prince Jametari shortly after her “adoption.” This was what she did not want, to be on exhibit.


“I think I understand your reticence,” Estora continued, “but you must know that if you do not take control of the narrative around your situation, your story, someone else will. A certain story about a girl riding naked all the way from Corsa to Darden has been great fodder for many. I understand there are now even some songs. Yes, I know, you were wearing a nightgown, but you see how stories grow and this is but a minor example of what can happen. For all the glittering jewels, the fancy titles, and the gentility of the court, it has a seething underbelly of petty jealousies and grudges, intrigue and social maneuvering that flourishes with gossip and rumors. I tell you as a friend that it is best for you to present yourself as you wish to be seen, rather than have the court invent stories about who and what they think you are.”


“Invent … stories?”


“Oh, yes.” Estora paused to sniff a rose blossom that seemed to have acclimated well to the solar even though it was well past its season. “It is a mainstay of their daily amusement. The more salacious, the better.”


It wasn’t the first time Karigan had been warned about the royal court. It seemed all the more reason to avoid it, although Estora did have a point.


“Do you understand now why I recommend you attend?” Estora asked.


Karigan nodded.


“Good. Now that that’s been said, let us have some refreshment and you can tell me what you’ve been up to of late.” She tinkled a bell and, at a servant’s arrival, ordered warm sipping chocolate for them both. “Chocolate has been difficult to find since summer, but I have my own personal supply for the occasional treat.”


She led Karigan through the thick foliage to a pair of chairs and a table beneath an arbor of climbing honeysuckle where they could look out into the courtyard. The courtyard gardens were all put to rest beneath heaps of autumn leaves. The first snowfall had not accumulated and so the view was rather dull in browns and rusts. The real garden, Karigan thought, was in Estora’s solar.


The sipping chocolate was soon served, and Karigan was honored and extremely pleased that Estora shared her own supply with her. It was quite wonderful, but she wondered if there was something else on Estora’s mind than a simple chat and refreshment with a friend.


At Estora’s prompting, Karigan told her all there was to tell about her activities—trying to untangle the Rider accounts and manage the clan’s business, though she did not mention the clan’s troubles.


“I have no doubt your father would be very proud of you,” Estora said.


He might not be very proud, Karigan thought, if, under her watch, the business went under, but she didn’t mention this. Instead, she told Estora about the Turvals.


“What a persistent fellow,” Estora remarked. “And an entirely inappropriate match. I am pleased Zachary sent him on his way.”


Karigan was, too, and she agreed that Edwin had been persistent. In fact, she couldn’t help but think she had not seen the last of the Turvals, no matter Zachary’s admonishment that they leave her alone and return to Black Island.


“How are Prince Davriel and Princess Esmere?” she asked.


Estora’s whole demeanor brightened at Karigan’s mention of her children. “They are growing before my very eyes.” She launched into stories of spit-ups and smiles and all the things babies did whether they were princes and princesses, or the humblest of commoners. Karigan was not particularly interested in all the details, but it was worth seeing Estora’s happiness and hearing that the twins were doing well.


“Zachary is already planning on giving each of them a puppy in next spring’s litter,” Estora said with a shake of her head. “They’ll still be too young to understand, but he insists.”


Mention of Zachary’s name seemed to summon a difficult silence between them. Estora gave her a sidelong glance and set her cup down. It appeared she had something to say that had nothing to do with the ball, chocolate, or babies.
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Seconds extended into an eternity while Karigan waited for Estora to speak. A chickadee bobbed on a slender branch of a winterberry bush just outside the window. She focused on the bird and braced herself for what was to come.


“There has been much between us,” Estora said at last. “I count you as a friend though I know at times it may not have seemed that way. My being queen complicates all my friendships.”


Karigan knew it to be a vast understatement. “I understand.” She wondered how lonely it must be for Estora never knowing how genuine a friendship was, or if it was just someone looking for advantage and favors. Their friendship had been complicated in other ways.
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