
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
      
      
      ECHOES 
OF BETRAYAL

      
      Kieri could see a man in armor in the middle of the cluster, space opening around him … and then the transformation he had
         never expected to see again, as the man’s armor seemed first to melt into his body and then split apart … his shape changing
         from human to the spider-like form of one of Achrya’s servants. Kieri felt the taig’s revulsion at the touch of the thing’s
         claws. The Pargunese soldiers kept a careful distance. The thing chittered, audible even at this distance. Another Pargunese
         yelled; the soldiers opened a lane to the front.
      

      
      “You have to hit the eyes,” Kieri murmured to the ranger at his side. “Or underneath …”
      

      
      The thing paused at the barricade, head lifted, turning from side to side. Kieri felt a chill run down his backbone. It was
         Achrya’s, and Achrya could see what mortals could not. The dragon had said Achrya would soon have no power, but this was Achrya’s
         servant. “Now!” he said. Bowstrings twanged; arrows split the air, some sent high and some lower … but the thing was over
         the barricade in a blur of speed before the first arrow arrived.
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      For Richard, best of husbands, and for Michael, best of sons: 
you have enriched my life and made the work possible
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      CHAPTER ONE
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      Aarenis

      
      Arvid Semminson, lying naked, bound, and bruised on the cold ground somewhere in northwestern Aarenis, reflected that honor
         among thieves was a myth. Valdaire’s Guild-master had taken everything he had: clothes, weapons, gold, his Guildmaster symbol,
         and that very damning—in the Guildmaster’s eyes—letter of safe passage from the Marshal-General. In return, the Guildmaster
         had indeed found a room for Arvid, as he’d offered: Arvid had spent several very unpleasant days in the Guildhouse cellar
         before his kteknik gnome companion Dattur, worried by his absence, had tried to rescue him, only to be captured himself.
      

      
      After some additional time in the Guild’s cellar, they’d both been dumped into the lower compartment of a trade-wagon and
         driven out of the city—several days out, in what direction Arvid had no notion—in the untender care of journeymen enforcers
         who intended to pry every detail of information from them both before killing them.
      

      
      Now the journeymen tossed dice for first choice of his weapons, all the while loudly discussing what they intended to do with
         him. Certain tools were, they’d said, heating in the coals. He would be warm then, one jeered, throwing a hot coal that bounced
         off his back before he felt more than the sting.
      

      
      He heard the fire crackling somewhere behind him. Smoke fragrant with the scent of roasting meat curled past his nose, but
         where he lay only cold wind caressed him, and his belly cramped with hunger.
      

      
      He should have stayed north of the mountains once he was sure the necklace had already gone south. He should have realized
         that his long absence from Vérella had given his second in command— Harsin, with his false smiles—a chance to seize power
         and proclaim him a traitor to the Guild because he had gone to do the Marshal-General’s bidding.
      

      
      He would have Harsin’s liver roasted on skewers if he got out of this alive, which—at the moment—seemed unlikely. What he
         needed was a rescue, but who in all Aarenis knew or cared about him? His gnome servant, maybe, but Dattur was trussed up as
         tightly as Arvid himself, and gagged as well.
      

      
      You could ask for help.

      
      Arvid had heard that voice before, and it was not a voice he wanted to hear. Nor the chuckle that followed. He was not a Girdish
         yeoman; he had respect for the hero-saint, but … it was not for him. Besides, it was Gird’s Marshal-General’s letter in his
         pocket that had put him in this mess. If not for her—
      

      
      You’d have been hanged long since for the thief you are.

      
      He was not a thief—he had been a thief, but that was years ago, and anyway—all right, yes, the Marshal-General had saved him from those Girdish who
         were sure he’d stolen the necklace, but he hadn’t. And it was being seen as too friendly with the Fellowship that had turned
         the others against him.
      

      
      Would you have let her die?

      
      He knew which “her” that was, of course. Paksenarrion. Of course he would not have let that vicious jealous bitch Barra kill
         her after all she’d suffered—
      

      
      And the gods healed.

      
      Well, yes, that was true, too. But now, here …

      
      You are almost as stubborn as I was, lad.

      
      Arvid felt a gentle hand on his bruised head and then the sting of something cold on his bare shoulder—one and then another.
         And another.
      

      
      The fire hissed. The men swore and stood, their weapons—some of them his—clanking. “What about them?” one said. “Let ’em drown
         or freeze,” said another. “Take the meat inside.” Arvid heard the door of the hut—hardly more than a shed—creak open and then slam shut. Cold rain, the winter rain of Aarenis, pelted down
         on him, harder every moment. He shivered; his teeth chattered. Cold water ran into his face, melting away the blood that had
         glued his eyelids shut in the last beating. Under his nose he saw a stretch of dark earth speckled with pebbles glistening
         in the rain.
      

      
      Wet leather stretched. Arvid remembered that even as his hands twisted … but it had to be really wet, and he was chilling
         faster than the leather softened. He struggled on. Hair by hair, the leather thongs stretched. Enough? It had to be enough.
      

      
      You could have sent a paladin, he thought into the dark sky.
      

      
      She has her task. You have yours.

      
      It did not seem the right moment to tell that sort of voice that he was not in service to that sort of voice. It was the right
         moment to escape, if he could. He worked one stiff hand loose, then the other. He could scarcely move his fingers and fumbled
         at the thongs tying his knees, his ankles. All the time the rain pelted down, hard cold drops—some of them ice pellets now,
         it felt like. He needed a knife, a sharp— His hand knocked against something, a loose rock—and he saw the glassy scalloped
         edge of broken flint as if outlined by the sun.
      

      
      He wanted to say, You could have sent a knife, but what if the rock disappeared? By repute, the gods were big on gratitude. He clutched the flint awkwardly, sawed at the
         thongs, pulling and sawing together, and finally his knees were free and then his ankles. He tried to stand, but the blows
         he’d taken, the hunger of two days trussed and gagged in a wagon, prevented it. He crawled instead, the flint in his mouth,
         bruised hands splayed out on the cold mud, bruised knees gouged afresh by the stones, until he reached Dattur, who was himself
         struggling with his bonds, but unsuccessfully. They had bound the gnome upright to a tree, using a length of rope—and rope
         did not stretch in the wet, but shrank.
      

      
      Arvid sawed away at the rope. One strand then another parted. The gnome finally got free and pulled the gag from his mouth.

      
      “Master—”

      
      “Shh …” Arvid was shuddering with cold.

      
      “Give rock.” The gnome reached for his hand and pried the flint out of it. Arvid collapsed against the tree trunk. Leafless
         though it was, it broke the wind and some of the rain. The gnome hopped off the boards the men had placed to keep him from touching the rocky ground; Arvid had a moment to think rock-magery, and then the gnome touched the flint to one of the exposed rocks between the tree roots. The rock opened silently as a mouth,
         and the gnome and Arvid slid into the gap, out of wind and rain alike.
      

      
      Still cold, still wet, still shivering, but alive, for which he should, he knew, be thanking the gods …

      
      Yes.

      
      He muttered a shaky Thank you in a voice he scarcely recognized as his own, and scrubbed at his arms and body, trying to warm them. Dattur, he realized,
         had moved to one side of the hole they were in and had begun chanting at the rock. Arvid wanted to ask what he was doing,
         but as a dim blue-gray light spread from the gnome and his working, he could see for himself. The rock opened without sound
         or mess … The light brightened as if rock were transmuted into light. Did the light show outside? Would the robbers, should
         they discover him missing, find them by the light coming out a crack in the rock by the tree?
      

      
      Arvid forced himself up and staggered to the foot of the hole they’d slid down; a wet cold draft touched his face, and a snowflake
         kissed his nose. He moved back into the tunnel and huddled near one wall. Their captors wouldn’t see anything through snow.
      

      
      Under his feet, against the curve of his back, he felt a faint warmth. Was the rock warming up? He flattened one hand against
         it … warmer than he was, at any rate. Dattur was ten full paces away now, chanting in words Arvid did not know; the space
         in the rock grew distinctly warmer but did not extend. The warmth gave Arvid strength; he pushed himself up and started to
         walk forward, but a jerk of Dattur’s head was a clear signal to stay back.
      

      
      Now he could see that the rock was disappearing upward. Arvid tried to calculate direction and distance … could it be that Dattur was making a passage into the hut where their captors
         lay sleeping? That would be disastrous—the two of them, naked and unarmed, could not deal with four armed thieves—but Dattur
         had proved no fool so far. Arvid leaned back against the rock, felt its warmth drying the hair on the back of his aching head.
         Just as he finally remembered the rockfolk talent for bringing cold sleep to humans, the entire contents of the hut fell into the gap Dattur had created: walls and roof landing on the packs, pallets, weapons, and men still
         wrapt in rock-magery. Snowflakes whirled down through the opening, and the cold wet met the tunnel’s warmth, melting instantly.
         Even the fall did not wake the men. Before Arvid could reach the mound of debris, Dattur had burrowed into it, snatched up
         his own sword, and sliced four throats.
      

      
      Without a word, he dropped the sword and held up both hands; stone flowed up and over to close the gap as the light dimmed.
         Then it strengthened again, and Dattur finally turned to look at Arvid. “It is between us no debt owed for this,” he said.
         “Without my master freeing me, it could not be done. Without my doing, it was no chance.”
      

      
      “I—thank you anyway, Dattur,” Arvid said. “Does it not tire you?”

      
      Dattur shrugged. “Not this little.” He frowned then. “No human should see rockmagic at work. No human should see rockfolk
         unclothed. I know you have a good memory, master, but … do not speak of this.”
      

      
      “I will never speak of it,” Arvid said. Having said that, he had a powerful desire to look, to commit to memory the differences
         between gnome and human anatomy. Instead he looked down and turned to the heap before them. “I will look for what we need.”
      

      
      In the end it took both of them to untangle the mess. Finally, clothed in a mix of the thieves’ garments and what remained
         of their own, he and Dattur built a small fire at the end of the tunnel near the tree and ate what food they’d been able to
         salvage from the dusty pile: two skewers with hunks of half-cooked meat still on them and a loaf of coarse bread. They didn’t
         care; the fire burned off the dirt, or so Arvid told himself.
      

      
      “It would be well to leave while falling snow covers our tracks,” Arvid said after picking a string of meat from between his
         teeth with the bodkin he carried. “Surely the Guildmaster will send someone to check on those four.”
      

      
      “They will never be found,” Dattur said. “When I leave, I will close the stone, all of it.”

      
      Arvid shuddered at the thought of men encased in stone, even dead men, but he knew it was best. He looked out the opening—dark
         now and still snowing. Madness to start when they could not even see. “We’ll have to wait until morning,” Arvid said. Surely
         they would be safe until then.
      

      
      He woke when daylight—dim enough through falling snow— returned. Dattur was awake and already smothering the coals. Arvid
         clambered up, wincing at his various bruises, cuts, and burns, and gathered up the little clutter they’d made. Then Dattur
         began filling the space behind them. Once more Arvid watched stone behave as no stone he had ever seen, finally rising up
         beneath their feet and lifting them to the surface.
      

      
      Snow still fell; the ground was covered with it. As they looked around, talking softly, a horse snorted. Arvid found the team
         hitched to a line between two trees, ragged blankets tied on their backs with cord. The wagon’s arched cover had shed the
         snow, and the space inside was dry, if not warm … but travel with a wagon would slow them. And surely the Guild had placed
         secret marks on the wagon— he felt along the rim of the sides, where the cover was pegged down. Yes, there.
      

      
      The horses, however, were not marked. Dray horses didn’t matter that much—any horse would do, and these two thick-coated,
         thick-legged beasts of middling size were nondescript brown, one lighter than the other. Arvid found the nearly full sack
         of oats and a pile of hay in the wagon and filled their nose bags. Bridles and harness were in the wagon, too. He checked
         the bottom compartment where he and Dattur had been carried. A small chest, with a stack of parchment scraps, an inkstick,
         a small stone bowl, a lump of wax, and a seal … He felt the seal. A Guildmaster seal. So the Guildmaster expected his men
         to send reports? Arvid added the seal, wax, inkstick, and four or five scraps of parchment to his pack. He found a bag of
         coins, enough for four men to supply themselves for almost a quarter-year. Payment? Or just for supplies? A small keg of coarse
         meal, a sack of onions, and another of redroots.
      

      
      He tossed the harness out of the wagon, and he and Dattur spent some time unbuckling sections until they could strap the blankets
         to the horses’ backs as pads to sit on. The tugs made reasonable stirrups, and on these beasts, which showed not the slightest
         concern for anything but food, they needed no more complete saddle.
      

      
      “It’s better if you ride,” Arvid said to Dattur, who was eyeing the preparation of both horses with obvious concern. “We want this to look like human thieves came along and stole both the horses
         and everything out of the wagon. If the snow doesn’t cover our tracks, yours would reveal that a gnome was here, and they’d
         know we’d escaped. With the hut gone and their people gone, they just might think it was wizard work.”
      

      
      Dattur agreed to ride if Arvid would lead the horse. Arvid put the half sack of oats across its back, making sure the sides
         balanced, and then lifted Dattur—surprisingly heavy—atop.
      

      
      He had no idea where they were or who they were likely to meet, but at least they weren’t tied up and left to freeze, and
         they could survive for a few days on meal and onions and water if they found no other source of food. He had no intention
         of being captured again.
      

      
      Snow stopped by what Arvid guessed was midday. By then they had crossed a creek and followed a trail upstream and around several
         bends without finding any sign of habitation. The clouds lifted slowly, letting in more and more light. Now he could see mountains
         rising above the slope they climbed, higher, snow on their sides. Which mountains, those to the west or those north of Valdaire?
         The pass to the north? After the blows to his head and riding in that closed wagon, he had little idea of direction. He glanced
         at Dattur and pointed. “The pass?”
      

      
      “Dwarfmounts. Dasksinyi,” Dattur said. “We cannot cross until spring.”

      
      “I don’t want to go north now,” Arvid said. “I want to kill that man and get the necklace back. And my horse.” The shaggy
         beasts they were on had the short plodding stride of a typical farm chunk and jolted his bruises and strained joints.
      

      
      “You think he has the necklace?”

      
      “I think he knows where it is,” Arvid said. “And if I’m beaten up, robbed, starved, and left to die in a cold rain because
         I’m running errands for the Marshal-General of Gird, then I intend to finish the job.” He rubbed his cold nose. “And I want
         my own Guildmaster medallion back.” That treacherous scum Mathol, the Valdaire Guild-master, would have it locked safe away.
      

      
      “Are you sure?” Dattur asked. “You don’t act much like a thief, really. Maybe you will reform—”

      
      “Of course I am … well, not an ordinary thief …”

      
      “You’re a liar—I’ve seen that—but I’ve never seen you steal.”
      

      
      “I used to,” Arvid said. “When I was a lad; we all had to. But stealing … it’s boring, mostly. And when the Guildmaster asked
         me to check on some businesses we had a contract with, he found my insight into accounting most useful.” He sniffed. Was that
         a hint of woodsmoke? A current of air brushed his left cheek. He looked at the gnome. “Do you smell smoke?”
      

      
      “Aye,” Dattur said. He pointed. “Upslope and ahead. It’ll be woodsfolk, I don’t doubt.”

      
      In the north that would mean woodcutters on some lord’s estate. Here he had learned to be wary of his assumptions. “Do you
         know anything about them?”
      

      
      “Sly. Dirty, thieving, mischievous—” Dattur looked disapproving, not frightened.

      
      “My brethren,” Arvid said, grinning. “Apart from ‘dirty,’ though right now we qualify there. I wonder if they’re under the
         Guild, though … We could be walking into danger.”
      

      
      “I don’t know,” Dattur said. “If you help me down, stand me on a rock, I can find out more.”

      
      The horses had shambled to a halt; Arvid slid off, then lifted Dattur down to stand on one of the many snow-capped boulders.
         He himself was stiff, cold, and still very hungry. One horse snuffled hopefully at the sack of oats across the other’s withers;
         Arvid led them a length apart, tied Dattur’s to a small tree, and considered whether to give them a handful of oats. Might
         as well. It wasn’t the horses’ fault that his stomach felt glued to his backbone.
      

      
      By the time he’d untied the sack and put oats in both nose bags, Dattur had finished whatever gnomes did with the rock and
         hopped down. “They’re not Guild connected,” he said. “Woodsfolk.” He sniffed.
      

      
      “They have a fire and maybe a cooking pot, and we have meal, onions, and redroots.” Which would be better for being cooked
         in a pot. When the horses finished munching, Arvid lifted Dattur back onto his horse and mounted his own.
      

      
      The horses told him where the woodsfolk were before he could see them, ears pointing at both sides of the track. Arvid could
         see the drift of smoke through the trees now and smell baking bread. His mouth watered. He reined in.
      

      
      “I would share,” he said loudly. For a long moment, no one answered, then a stocky man wearing a dirty sheepskin as a crude
         cloak stepped out from behind the very tree Arvid had picked as most likely. He had a short bow in his hands and a wicked-looking
         arrow to the string.
      

      
      “You not us,” the man said in Common so accented that Arvid could barely understand.

      
      Arvid’s horse flicked both ears backward; Arvid glanced back and saw that another man had stepped into the trail behind them,
         also with a bow. In the distance, another horse whinnied; Arvid’s horse whuffled.
      

      
      “Friends for food,” Arvid said. “We share.”

      
      “You give. Us eat.”

      
      “No.” Dattur launched into a language Arvid didn’t know, sounding more like quarreling cats than words. The men answered in
         the same language, and finally the one in front removed the arrow from the string of his bow and stuck it in a quiver by his
         side.
      

      
      “Share,” he said, and gestured. Arvid slid off his horse and lifted Dattur down. The gnome stamped three times with his left
         foot and twice with his right. Arvid had no idea what that meant but hoped it would mean supper and a safe night’s sleep.
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      The fire they’d smelled lay in a slight hollow; four wagons surrounded it, brush piled on the windward side to break the wind.
         Their two horses joined nine others tied to a picket line; Dattur took their sack of redroots and onions to the fire. Arvid
         took off the bits of harness while Dattur jabbered away with the woodsfolk, then filled the horses’ nose bags with oats and
         spread the tattered blankets over their backs. When he bent to pick up a hoof, the man watching him grunted.
      

      
      “You care horse?”

      
      “Horse needs foot,” Arvid said. Without a word, the man passed him a hoofpick made of horn. “Thanks,” Arvid said, and went
         to work. By the time he’d finished both horses, he was trembling again with cold and hunger.
      

      
      As he came to the fire, the dancing light picked out details he had not noticed before: men, all in rough sheepskins with the fleece turned out; women in layers and layers of long shirts and
         skirts. All the women wore a string of blue beads across their foreheads. In the north, blue would mean Girdish. Did it here?
         Children, legs wrapped in strips of sheepskin with the fleece in.
      

      
      A man brought him a round of bread and held it out. Arvid looked at Dattur. “Share?”

      
      Dattur nodded at one of the several pots on the fire. “Cooking.”

      
      Arvid bowed, hoping it was the right thing to do, and tore the round, handing the larger piece to the other man. He tore it
         again and offered the larger to Dattur, but Dattur shook his head and took the smaller one.
      

      
      The bread was warm; Arvid could hardly wait until the other man tore off pieces and handed them to the oldest man and woman
         and then bit into his own piece. At last he could eat, and he sat with a thump, his legs betraying him, and stuffed his mouth
         with warm bread.
      

      
      “Who hit?” asked the first man, pointing at Arvid’s face.

      
      “Thieves,” Arvid said.

      
      “You thief!”

      
      “Not same.” A woman handed him a bowl of something that steamed; Arvid nodded his thanks and sniffed. Onions and redroots
         and whole peppers as long as his thumb. Something else … he looked up. The woman’s eyelids were almost closed. Without taking
         a bite, he turned to the man. “I don’t steal from fire-friends.”
      

      
      The man blinked, looked away, looked back. “Only give little sleep. You need.”

      
      “Not fire-friends,” another man said. “No gaj is fire-friend.”

      
      “Is fire-friend,” the first man said. “One night. Give me bowl, fire-friend.” Arvid handed it over; the man dipped his bread
         in it and ate. “I could sleep better. Ajai, give him only the plain.” The woman turned back to the fire. “Is insult to refuse
         food from woman. Woman angry causes trouble.”
      

      
      “I meant no insult,” Arvid said. “But I have had a bad several days. Makes trust hard.”

      
      “So face shows,” the man said.

      
      The woman brought him another bowl; she widened her eyes at him. Arvid dipped his bread in and ate it. If it was drugged …
         he would be robbed, but he did not think they’d leave him naked in the rain or snow. The stuff burned his mouth so he gasped;
         tears ran down his face. The women laughed at him; the men grinned.
      

      
      “No peppers so hot in the north,” Arvid said when he could.

      
      “No,” the first man said. “But is good for many things. Makes sweat.”

      
      “I can tell,” Arvid said.

      
      Across the fire, a man began to pluck the strings of a fat-bellied instrument, and another tapped sticks … or bones, Arvid
         saw on second look. A woman began a song in a high nasal voice, words Arvid could not follow. It would not have passed for
         music in any city tavern in Tsaia, but here in the snowy woods, as more voices joined in, that human resonance had a similar
         effect. He did not know the tune or the song … and it stopped abruptly. Another instrument was passed from hand to hand toward
         him until he took it and tried to pass it to the man on his right, who shook his head.
      

      
      He looked at it more closely. Flatter than the other; when he plucked a string, it had a strong sound. “I once played a small
         one something like this,” he said, plucking one string after another and feeling out the sounds it could make. “As a boy,
         my father bade me learn.” There … and there … and there … he could find a half dozen notes, four or five combinations that
         sounded good. “I do not know your songs, but here is one of my people.” A drinking song, common in all the taverns of Vérella
         because it was easy to make up more verses. He started with the ones that came first to mind:
      

      
      
         “A pretty girl in springtime 
Sweet and fresh as the air 
Is like the wild-plum flower 
But only for an hour … 
A handsome lad
               in springtime 
Is like the Windsteed’s foal 
Quick to dance and fight 
His pride is his delight …”

      

      
      One of the men beat a rhythm, this time with a stick against a box, and a woman shook a gourd with pebbles. Two men started
         the next verse with him.
      

      
      
         “A pretty girl in summertime 
Working in the sun 
She ripens like the grain 
But harvest brings her pain …”

      

      
      Feet stamped when he finished. Arvid could not tell if it was courtesy or actual pleasure. He held the instrument out; this
         time his neighbor took it. He was handed a bowl of something that smelled of strong drink. He pointed to the lumps on his
         head, shrugged, and passed it on. They seemed to understand. After more songs—mostly long, plaintive laments—one of the older
         women said something in their language, and the men got up slowly.
      

      
      That night, Arvid set himself to sleep lightly despite the supper he’d eaten and the exertions of the day. No matter what
         the woods-folk said, he knew they still regarded him as a target. He guessed that their laws required him to prove himself
         worthy of their friendship; it could not be bought with redroots and onions, a song, or even gold. Residual soreness from
         riding bareback, from the bruises and cuts, helped him stave off deep sleep.
      

      
      Soon he heard the faint sound of steps approaching, pausing, the creak of a knee joint as someone bent down to him. Arvid
         lay still, aware of every probing finger, every stealthy shift of his cloak. He did not tense at the slight tug before the
         thongs that held the sack to his waist were cut away, but as the thief settled back, letting the cloak fall, Arvid rolled,
         sprang, parried the cut aimed at his head, and tripped the thief.
      

      
      As they rolled together, trading blows, others awoke and lit torches from the banked fire. No one interfered, though Arvid
         heard mutters that sounded suspiciously like bets being laid on one or the other. Finally he managed an elbowstrike to the
         other man’s head and then rolled him into a choke hold, held until the man dropped his long knife.
      

      
      “Mine,” Arvid said, snatching the sack of coins as he released the man and shoved him aside. He stood.

      
      Those watching all nodded; the man felt his neck, nodded, and left his knife on the ground, looking from it to Arvid.

      
      “Yours,” Arvid said, making a pushing motion. The man grinned, thrust it into his belt, and stood. The women made a peculiar
         sound, a fluttering whistle, thin and high, and then one of them threw her arms up and whirled around, skirts flying.
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      The brawl made them all friends, even the one he had fought. “You did well,” the man said over and over, nodding and grinning.
         “No gaj lie so still, breathe so sleep. You one of us, Torre’s childer.”
      

      
      “Torre?”

      
      They went off in a mix of Common and their own speech Arvid could hardly understand, about Torre Bignose, a poor shepherd,
         and Dort the Master Shepherd. Was this the same Torre as in the legend of Torre’s Necklace? And—as he was following the trail
         of a necklace—did he have, Simyits save him, another legendary figure interested in his fate? Gird and Torre working together? He shuddered.
      

      
      He asked about the way to the pass; they shook their heads. “Too late. Much snow.”

      
      They were stuck in the South for the winter, then. Dattur agreed … no one took the Valdaire pass in deep snow; it would be
         worse on the other side. Despite repeated invitations from the woodsfolk, Arvid had no mind to spend the winter with them.
         For one thing, the Guildmaster in Valdaire needed a lessoning, and for another, he wanted to redeem his reputation by coming
         north with the necklace in hand. They stayed with the band through another snowstorm, then refused an invitation to stay through
         Midwinter. Arvid knew he would learn nothing more of the necklace here; he needed the city. Arvid could not walk the streets
         of Valdaire as himself, Arvid Semminson, but his beard had grown in, his hair was unkempt, the woodsfolk happily traded their
         typical garb—more colorful than he’d worn in years—for one of the horses, and two men guided him within sight of the city
         walls. No one, he was sure, would recognize him now.
      

   
      
      
      CHAPTER TWO
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      Valdaire, approached from the northwest on one of the minor roads that fanned out toward the Westmounts, looked as dour as
         the winter day: clouds hung low on the mountains, lifting only to reveal a longer trail of snow. Arvid trudged along, feeling
         the perfect oaf in a blue-striped shirt, a blue-and-red knit twotasseled cap, fleece-in sheepskin shoes like shapeless blobs,
         and a sheepskin cape over all. He was warm enough, but he knew he smelled just like the woodsfolk: smoke, sheep, and dirty
         human. Dattur, beside him, wore much the same, but in different colors. He seemed content.
      

      
      Arvid had to show coin at the city gate to gain entrance, but it took only five copper serfs—fumbled one at a time from different
         pockets—to prove his solvency. The guards did not search the sheepskin cape, where he’d hidden the gold, or Dattur’s, where
         he’d hidden his weapons, though they looked into the horse’s pack. A small sack of oats, a few onions and redroots, a couple
         of round hard loaves of bread, plus a dirty blanket offered no threat.
      

      
      “What’s your business here?” one guard asked.

      
      “Sell horse,” Arvid said as gruffly as he could. “Eat much.”

      
      “Go along, then,” he was told. “Horse market’s across the city.”

      
      He had thought long about coming back to Valdaire. It would be easy enough to kill the Guildmaster. Easy for him, anyway.
         But to do it and get away safely—that would be more difficult. And to do it in a way that the Guildmaster—and the others—knew who had done it, and still get away safely, that would be nearly impossible.
      

      
      Perhaps he should just kill the man. Perhaps he should just get the necklace … if he could figure out where it was … and kill
         the man on the way back north. But first—he dragged his mind to the immediate present—they needed different clothes and a
         place to stay. And they needed to get rid of the horse.
      

      
      The horse market in Valdaire was busy even in winter. Their nondescript dray horse sold to the second horse-coper for less
         than its worth but with no questions asked. Arvid pocketed the nitis and started looking for a used-clothes dealer, avoiding
         the streets near the Thieves’ Guildhouse.
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      You know your companion is a kteknik gnome?”
      

      
      Arvid grunted. He was hungry and tired and longed for civilized food and a bath, which he could not get in these clothes and
         smelling as he smelled. One shopkeeper after another had turned them away. It was almost dark, the markets closed, and they
         had found this shopkeeper just closing up. Arvid hadn’t liked the look of the shop or the man, but he had run out of choices.
      

      
      Now the shopkeeper poked him, hard. “You hear me? I said your companion is a gnome … did you know?”

      
      “Knew,” Arvid said, in as woodsfolk an accent as he could manage. “Don’t care.”

      
      “You’re not woodsfolk,” the man said. “And you travel with a gnome. I know someone would pay to know more.” He smirked and
         rubbed his fingers.
      

      
      “I know someone who would die to say more,” Arvid said, and grabbed the man’s sword wrist, slamming it to the counter. Under his grip, the man’s wrist
         twisted, but Arvid had the correct angle and used it. The man cursed and reached for his dagger with his other hand, but Arvid
         was faster. “That was a mistake,” he said as the man stared in surprise and then slowly slumped onto the table. “True or not,
         you set your own fate.”
      

      
      “A bad mistake,” Dattur said from behind him. “They will know who killed him.”

      
      “They won’t care,” Arvid said. “And they won’t know if we change clothes fast enough.” As he spoke, he rummaged through the
         assortment of secondhand clothes in the shop, tossing Dattur a green wool jacket to replace his sheepskin and then an oiled-leather
         hooded cape. Arvid pulled off his own motley assortment, shivering in the cold shop. When they were dressed, Arvid put the
         sheepskins and other woodsfolk items into a pile of other rustic clothing at the back of the shop.
      

      
      Outside, the snow still fell; the narrow street was empty. Arvid found a cash box with “Gallis” carved in the lid under the
         counter, then used the shopkeeper’s chalk to draw a Thieves’ Guild symbol on the table—“Didn’t pay.” He took what he thought
         would be a likely Guild fee from the box and replaced the box under the counter.
      

      
      They left, unseen and unheard, Arvid hoped, in the dark and silent snowfall. Thanks to his experience and the tools in his
         own black cloak, he found a likely lock to pick, behind which was a small stable providing a bed of hay and the company of
         two stocky, warm, and very calm cart horses.
      

      
      When they left well before dawn the next morning, Arvid fluffed the hay, brushed the snow over their tracks to the gate, and
         relocked the gate from the outside. By late afternoon, he had visited a money changer and changed a few of the gold Guild
         League natas into less noticeable silver nitis and nis, replaced his clothing, and visited a barber to have his beard trimmed.
         Now he presented the appearance of a somewhat travel-stained but respectable merchant, and felt ready to look for comfortable
         lodging for a few days.
      

      
      Cheaper lodgings were full, he was told, as the city was full of wintering soldiers. Nobody questioned his identity or purposes
         as he inquired at one inn after another. Finally, he found a room at the White Dragon, a substantial inn in the northeast
         quarter. Here, near the winter quarters of several mercenary companies, streets teemed with traders, crafters, and off-duty
         soldiers. The innkeeper gave the two of them a piercing look, but a gold nata changed his expression. He sent them up to his
         remaining empty room with a boy to lead the way.
      

      
      When the boy had left, Arvid sniffed. The room smelled reasonably clean; empty clean chamber pots stood at the foot of each
         bed. A thick blanket of undyed wool and—amazingly—a pillow were on each bed. Arvid turned the pillow over and smacked it; nothing
         ran out. Better and better. Dattur would have preferred a ground-floor room, but he himself liked being upstairs, without
         windows … it felt safer.
      

   
      
      
      CHAPTER THREE
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      Chaya: the Palace

      
      Kieri Phelan, Lyonya’s king, paused at the top of the steps down to the palace courtyard. Despite all he had said to hearten
         his Council and the small guard he would leave in Chaya, the cluster of Siers and palace servants gathered near the palace
         entrance looked scared. He could understand that. Beyond them, the fifty Royal Archers on their horses and his half dozen
         King’s Squires looked nothing like an effective army: too few and too new. He did not doubt their courage, but he would have
         been very glad of a cohort of his former Company. For the first time in his life, he was going into battle without any veterans,
         with nothing but his own ability to mold these novices into a fighting force by sheer strength of will.
      

      
      And that meant hiding his own concerns—not only about his troops, but about the whereabouts of the elves who had promised,
         not two days before, to bend all their powers to aid him. Since then he had seen or heard nothing of them. Were they doing
         anything to heal the taig or repel the Pargunese, or had they withdrawn yet again into their own protected world? And the
         dragon: could it really prevent more scathefire attacks? The Pargunese troops: how many had landed, how many more were crossing
         the river even now? How close were they to Chaya? And how many more days until Aliam Halveric, with the rest of Halveric Company,
         arrived from his steading in the south? Had he even started yet?
      

      
      He smiled at those waiting and came down the stairs briskly, demonstrating his confidence, but though they bowed as he passed,
         their faces did not relax. Only Arian, her gaze steady as ever, her expression resolute, reflected his own feelings. He had
         convinced her to stay behind, to wait for Aliam; she had understood his reasons and agreed without protest.
      

      
      “A Lyonyan king has not gone to battle in generations,” Sier Belvarin said. He had led the Council’s argument against Kieri’s
         commanding in the field.
      

      
      “A Lyonyan king has not been needed in battle for generations,” Kieri said. “The war is not over, even though no more scathefire
         has come. Pargunese invaders are on this side of the river. There’s no one else to take command. I’m needed.” He signaled
         the groom who held Banner, his gray charger; the man led the horse nearer. He clasped Belvarin’s shoulder. “It will be well,
         Sier Belvarin, if we all do our duty. You have your orders.” Orders he had to hope Belvarin and the others would carry out,
         could carry out.
      

      
      He ran his hand down Banner’s head, checking the bridle, then the girth, as if for any ride. At least he had this familiar,
         war-experienced mount. Banner flicked his ears and snorted. “Easy,” Kieri said; the horse stood quietly as Kieri mounted and
         picked up the reins. He nodded to the groom, who stepped back. Between his thighs, he felt the horse tremble with eagerness,
         and up from the ground, through the horse, surged a plea from the taig itself. Whatever the elves had done, the taig had not
         fully healed. He had a vague impression of elves busy on or near the upriver scathefire track, but this call had come from
         downriver.
      

      
      “We will survive,” he said to the worried faces tilted up to watch him. “I’ve done this before.” No change in their tension.
         “After all,” he said, forcing a grin, “we have a dragon on our side.” That didn’t help, either. “And the Lady approves.” That
         did; their faces relaxed. He felt a wave of pity … most of them did not know yet how she had been involved in the disaster
         that had befallen the realm, how fallible she was, and it was not the time to shake their confidence further. To them, she
         was the great, the beneficent, the all-powerful elven queen who could do no wrong, whose desire was law.
      

      
      “Let’s go,” he said to his Squires with a last glance at Arian. She nodded: understanding and trust and hope all in that gesture.
         He turned Banner’s head to the gate. Outside, a crowd had gathered. He lifted his hand in greeting, smiled at them, exchanged
         greetings with the mayor and Council members.
      

      
      “What if they get past you?” someone called from the crowd.

      
      “Then you stop them,” Kieri said. He waved a hand at the new, small, city militia, their weapons in hand. “You are brave,
         and you have the will.” Most of them stood straighter at that. He hoped their fragile confidence would not be needed.
      

      
      They rode northeast from the city, heading for the near end of the eastern scathefire track. Even though he had explained
         the marching order before the invasion ever started, and the reasons for it, the small force fumbled its way into formation,
         taking almost twice as long as the entire Phelani Company would have. If he’d had just one cohort of Phelani, under an experienced
         captain—! But he didn’t. He pushed that wish aside. He’d started his military career with fewer than this. At least he’d managed
         to convince Arian she should stay behind in Chaya.
      

      
      He set a brisk pace; he wanted to meet the invaders as far from Chaya as possible. If their force was as large as Torfinn
         had said it might be, he could not hope for a clean victory, but he could delay them, perhaps until Aliam brought up the rest
         of the Halverics.
      

      
      When they came to the scathefire track, Kieri’s heart clenched at the sight of so much anguish for the taig. Nothing but ash
         remained where the dragonlet had gone, and the blackened sticks and stumps of trees on either side. The others’ faces looked
         the way he felt— shocked, horrified, heartsick. Whatever the elves had done here, he saw no healing, though the taig no longer
         seemed as anguished.
      

      
      They moved down the track, making better time on that firehardened surface; wind blew the soft ash away from the horses’ hooves.
         Kieri thought the Pargunese troops were also likely to use this open track instead of the narrower, meandering forest trails.
      

      
      Toward evening, one of the forward scouts reported that he’d made contact with a wounded forest ranger on his way south to
         Chaya. Kieri pushed forward with his Squires and a squad of Royal Archers, leaving the supply train behind, and found the
         ranger, one arm wrapped in a bloody bandage, slumped against a tree.
      

      
      “Sir king,” the man said, struggling to stand.

      
      “Be easy,” Kieri said, waving him back down. “I need your report, not formality.” He squatted down beside the man.
      

      
      “Yes, sir king. A large body of Pargunese troops marching this way on the fire trail, only a day away, if that. They got across
         just upstream of Blackmarsh, following that magical fire; it burned out the Halveric camp there. I was in Blackmarsh, close
         enough to feel the heat of the fire, but escaped.”
      

      
      This close, Kieri could see that the ranger’s eyebrows had burnt away, leaving his face looking peculiarly blank and shiny.

      
      “How many, and what arms?” Kieri asked.

      
      “The Pargunese? Maybe five hundred at first, but now maybe two to three hundred foot—pikes and crossbows—and twenty horse.
         We rangers harried them along the way, sir king, as much as we could.”
      

      
      “Rangers only? What about Royal Archers or Halverics?”

      
      “Not many Halverics left—a few showed up, right after the fire, then more trickled in. Seven hands of them altogether, under
         a sergeant, but some wounded. They’ve helped. The Royal Archers to the west weren’t sure they should leave their camp—they’d
         been fighting the first wave, from before the fire, and expected more to come. They did lend us ten of their fifty. When I
         was hit and couldn’t bend my bow, I came south as fast as I could, hoping to reach Chaya and give warning, but—” He paused;
         Kieri could tell that despite the food he’d been given, he was exhausted. “And our supplies are low, sir king. I hadn’t eaten
         in two days when I met your scout.”
      

      
      Kieri cast his mind back over thirty years of war and could imagine every miserable hour of the defense … outnumbered, confused,
         leaderless, hungry and cold and tired.
      

      
      “There’s too many of ’em, sir king,” the ranger said. “We’ve tried, but—”

      
      “Be at ease,” Kieri said again. “You and the others have done very well; I honor your service. Now I am here, and the Pargunese
         will not know what happened.” The ranger’s jaw dropped a little. “There are ways for a fox to eat a bullock … not in one gulp,
         but one bite at a time.” Kieri stood. “You need a surgeon’s care and rest and warmth,” he said. “My supply train is coming,
         and you’ll be taken care of.”
      

      
      “But there are so many—” the man said. “And that fire—”

      
      “The fire is gone,” Kieri said. “It will not return.” He hoped and trusted that the dragon would prevent that, though he would
         have been comforted to have the beast itself at his side, ready to flame a formation of Pargunese.
      

      
      Would you really?

      
      The thought in his mind bore a tang of smoke and hot iron. Kieri’s thoughts stumbled for an instant, and then he thought,
         with all his might, Yes.

      
      We are not tools of the lateborn. I have my work; you have yours.

      
      Not hostile, not friendly: commanding.

      
      Kieri gave a mental shrug and turned back to his task. Dragons and elves, both uncanny, but dragons—in this war—far more useful
         than the other. Once more the tang of a smithy, the ghost of a chuckle, and then it was gone.
      

      
      He glanced at his Squires, their faces sober. One, in that interval, had taken off his cloak and laid it on the ranger, over
         the bloodstained cloak that had been ripped short to make the bandage on the man’s arm. Kieri nodded. “Indeed, that is well
         thought of.” Then he touched the taig and called a little warmth into the soil under the ranger. The man’s face relaxed as
         the warmth touched him.
      

      
      “Sir king—the taig needs—”

      
      “Needs all of us. You have given your life and blood to the taig; accept a gift in return.”

      
      Kieri stepped back, motioning the Squire who had given his cloak to stay close to the ranger. “Here is what we will do,” he
         said. “I believe that the main force of the Pargunese is this group—and perhaps one on the other scathefire scar. Arian said
         the dragon killed Pargunese soldiers there, but I don’t know if it killed all of them. More could have come across later.
         The smaller landings, that we heard of before the scathefire came, may have been diversions only, and may have joined with
         the larger groups—or not. But we must get the Royal Archers out of their camps and into action.”
      

      
      He looked at his Squires. “Which of you knows this area well?” Three hands went up. “Excellent. Each of you will partner with
         someone who does not—”
      

      
      “But that will leave you with only four—”

      
      “I’m not going to stand in front of the Pargunese army yelling insults,” Kieri said. He turned to Banner and dug into his
         saddlebags for his writing materials. “Four will be plenty for the plan I have. Now: two pair will go east of the scathefire track. One
         will head for the Royal Archer camps we expect between here and the border. You will give them my order to proceed to the
         scathefire track, with rangers you will find as guides, and parallel the Pargunese, harassing them in the flanks and rear
         but not joining open battle until further orders. The other will parallel the scathefire track until even with the Pargunese
         and stay even with them as they move. The pair to the west of the track will go directly to that Royal Archer camp this ranger
         mentioned, bringing any rangers or Archers found to join the harassing teams on this side.” He squatted down, bracing the
         writing board on his knees, and wrote the orders. “When you reach your assigned locations, one of each pair will act as courier;
         the other will stay with whatever forces you have found, to receive and transmit my orders. Be alert for Pargunese flank scouts
         and any stragglers— they’ll be desperate, trying to reach their main party, I’ve no doubt. Evade if possible; kill them all
         if not. We’re in no state to care for prisoners.”
      

      
      “What about steadings?” Kaelith asked.

      
      “Warn them,” Kieri said. “Any within a few hours’ march of the scathefire should leave—they might be discovered. If we had
         just a few more troops, we might set up an ambush. The Pargunese may be low on supplies, and faced with an easy source, like
         a steading with animals and stored grain, they might start looting—might even get drunk and fall asleep. But we don’t have
         enough troops—yet.”
      

      
      As the Squires rode away, Kieri considered what to do next. Fifty Royal Archers and a few Squires couldn’t meet the remaining
         Pargunese head-on any more than the rangers and Halveric remnants could—unless he could get them all collected, and that would
         take days.
      

      
      For a moment anger flared. This was the situation he’d hoped to avoid: little groups of defenders, disorganized, demoralized,
         uncoordinated, fumbling about in the forest while a well-trained force invaded. But anger now would do no good. What he needed
         now was a plan … a specific plan for this specific band of Pargunese. Break them into separate groups, each vulnerable to
         attack … yes, the obvious but perhaps not the only course of action.
      

      
      Short of supplies, the ranger had said. How short? What would they do for a royal supply train? Would they be fool enough to attack the obvious?
      

      
      “I need to look at the maps again,” Kieri said. “We won’t try to move at night—” Difficult enough with experienced troops
         used to night maneuvers; these were at the limit of their ability in daylight. “—and it’s darkening. We’ll camp off the scathefire
         track and build a barricade.”
      

      
      It should not have taken as long as it did, but the camp was finally reasonably secure, though as the snow ended, the marks
         of their passage on the scathefire track were clear enough.
      

      
      Kieri was still awake, poring over the maps and his guesses about the location of the Pargunese, when he heard sentries outside
         his tent.
      

      
      “Come on,” he said to the Squires on duty. “Let’s go see what we have.”

      
      “Sir king, you must be careful—”

      
      “I am always careful,” Kieri said, wrapping his sword belt around his waist. He set his helmet on his head. “Don’t call me
         by name.”
      

      
      At the north side of the camp, he found the sentries—Royal Archers—bows drawn, arrows pointing at a group of soldiers in a
         curious mix of uniforms.
      

      
      “They say they’re Halverics,” one of the sentries said without looking away from his target. “But they could’ve stolen what
         Halveric gear they wear.”
      

      
      Kieri looked at the faces, indistinct as they were in the flickering torchlight. Glints of ornaments—Halverics wore none on
         duty—but he felt no menace through his taig-sense. He had seen all the Halveric cohort once, before they had left for the
         north—but these troops were clearly exhausted and cold and had come through hard fighting. “Who commands?” he asked.
      

      
      “I do, m’lord,” said the one in front. “Vardan, second sergeant.”

      
      The name was right, and her accent was pure Lyonyan, but her face was so streaked with ash and blood that Kieri didn’t recognize
         her, and she wore a wide neck ring over the leather gorget with the Halveric stamp. “What happened to your uniforms?” he asked.
      

      
      “Burned off, m’lord,” the woman said. “There was that fire— purple-white, it burned—”

      
      “Scathefire,” Kieri said. “And you survived?” He could scarcely believe it.
      

      
      “A few of us, sir. In a ditch of water, near our camp—coming back from patrol.”

      
      “That’s a Pargunese crossbow you carry,” Kieri said. “How did you come by that?”

      
      A flash of white teeth in the grimy face. “Surprised a patrol of Pargunese—killed ’em all. But m’lord, there’s a crowd of
         Pargunese on the fire’s track. We’ve been sniping at them—”
      

      
      “I’ll want your report,” Kieri said. “But first I’ll see you fed and warm. Good work, sentries, but these troops are what
         they claim.”
      

      
      Vardan went with her troops, as he expected, to see them fed and settled—however much they might get that night—and then came
         to Kieri’s tent. She had scrubbed the grime off her face and hands but still wore the neck ring. In the brighter light in
         his tent, he could see that the design looked foreign. Kieri recognized the woman now that her face was clean—she’d been a
         corporal in one of Aliam’s cohorts that last year in Aarenis.
      

      
      “I knew you, sir king,” she said, bending her knee. “But I didn’t like to say, out there in the woods, if one of them Pargunese
         was about.”
      

      
      “Good thinking,” Kieri said. He pointed to a chair on the other side of the table where he’d spread the map. “Have a seat.
         Do your troops need anything more?”
      

      
      “No, sir king.”

      
      “Tell me what you know, then.”

      
      Vardan began to talk, pointing out on the map where her unit’s encampment had been, where they had patrolled, and the location
         of the ditch. “Days go dark so early. We were past sunfall coming back, but once we had our feet on that dike, we had naught
         to worry about, I thought. Out of the swamp, firm ground. Then … then this light came. Not any natural light—”
      

      
      “I saw it, too,” Kieri said.

      
      “Well, we went on, to make it to camp, we hoped, but it was faster—it rose up, the trees burning before it—and I felt the
         heat and ordered ’em into the water. We were in it up to our necks, staring as it came down on us, then we dived—most of us—but
         it burned off the top handspan of the water and whatever was that close—my cloak, for one thing. Four of us didn’t go deep enough.”
      

      
      “Good thing you had the water to jump into,” Kieri said.

      
      “Aye, that it was. I owe Falk an offering for that, when we get to a Field. And thanks to our captain, Falk hold his soul,
         for making us dig that ditch.” Vardan paused; Kieri poured her a mug of water. Vardan took a gulp, then went on. “When we
         got out, there was just the scar, nothing but ash, and fires burning along each side of it. Nothing left of the camp or the
         ten who were in it. And all of us wet, cold, with no supplies. If not for the rangers, we wouldn’t be here.”
      

      
      Kieri let her tell the rest of it without interruption. She had done what he would have expected from a Halveric sergeant
         or one of his former troops. Between the terse sentences, he easily imagined the struggle it had been—and the years of experience
         that had given her the skills and character to save so many and use them so effectively.
      

      
      “So this morning,” Vardan said. “The ranger with us said he knew by the taig the king was coming, and I said we ought to go
         to meet you—you’d find a way to use us better than skulking behind trees and giving a volley now and then.”
      

      
      “And how far away are the Pargunese, do you know?”

      
      “The rangers harass them, and they have a few Royal Archers, too. They are on both sides, and it slows the Pargunese down.
         We made them afraid of the woods—lured them to a steading a day—a day and night ago—” Vardan shook her head; Kieri realized
         the sergeant was near total exhaustion. “We passed them early this morning; they did not notice, because the rangers were
         shooting at them. I think we must be a half-day ahead.”
      

      
      “Will they march at night?”

      
      “No. They try to barricade themselves at night. I don’t know if they found another farm, but it did not go well for them last
         time.”
      

      
      “You have bought us time, Sergeant,” Kieri said. “If you had done nothing more than delay them, that would have been valuable.
         But bringing trained archers, already armed—” Twenty-eight Halverics plus the fifty Royal Archers with him … nearly a cohort,
         all trained to shoot in volleys. “I sent messengers to that Royal Archer camp you mentioned, ordering them to make haste to
         meet us, but that will take them a day at least, even mounted.”
      

      
      “What about Captain Talgan?” Vardan asked. “The Halverics we found saw another fire to the west—but he was at Riverwash—”
      

      
      “Riverwash burned,” Kieri said. “Scathefire.” The woman’s face paled under its southern tan. “As far as I know, no one in
         the fort there survived. I have heard nothing from there … Assassins preceded the attack, disrupting the courier system for
         several days.”
      

      
      “So all we—you—have—”

      
      “Is here or scattered through the forest, so far as I know. And though the dragon—”

      
      “Dragon!”

      
      “Yes, dragon. A witness, one of my Squires, saw the dragon destroy a troop of Pargunese near Riverwash, but I have no assurance
         that the dragon killed all the Pargunese who landed there … or that none have landed since.” Kieri nodded his thanks to a
         servant who brought a jug of steaming sib to the table. He gestured to Vardan’s mug. As the man poured, he said, “Aliam’s
         on his way with the rest of Halveric Company, but he won’t have reached Chaya yet. We need to hold the Pargunese away from
         Chaya and the King’s Grove until he can reinforce us. With your contingent, I now have eighty archers—”
      

      
      “We’re almost out of bolts and arrows, sir,” Vardan said.

      
      “Plenty with us,” Kieri said, grinning. “That’s one thing I managed, to boost the production of arrows this past half-year.
         I can supply your troops with good blackwood bows and plenty of arrows.” He asked a few more questions, learned that no more
         Pargunese had landed after this force, and then sent Vardan to rest.
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      Kieri woke in the predawn darkness, aware of a stir in the camp. Two small groups of Royal Archers—seven in one group, nine
         in the other—and some twenty rangers had arrived, having marched through the night. That brought the number of archers up
         to a full cohort, but they had not ever maneuvered together. And these last were all tired, having had no sleep. Kieri ordered
         the newcomers fed first, then the other troops, as he considered the best way to use this combination.
      

      
      As the light grew, he began to get reports from his forward scouts—the Pargunese were still moving warily south along the scathefire track and at their present rate would reach him shortly
         before or after dark. They did not have scouts out at a distance— having lost many to the rangers’ superior woods skills—but
         were still a compact and dangerous fighting unit. They had taken another farmstead—from which the owners, warned, had fled—and
         obtained some food there.
      

      
      “We’ll go to meet them,” Kieri said. “I want daylight for that. Are there tracks both east and west on which we can move fast?”

      
      “On the west, yes,” one of the rangers said. “But on the east, the only track bears away—it’s not that useful. What we did
         was let ’em get past and then cross behind them, work up close enough, and then snipe from there.”
      

      
      “Here’s what I plan to do,” Kieri said, and motioned to the maps still spread on the table. “If they move at yesterday’s speed,
         we can be in place here”—he tapped the map—“well before they reach it. That will let me place archers on the east side as
         well. Our harassing archery will slow them enough to give the supply train time to set up the second ambush here.” He pointed
         again. “We want it to look as though we started to build a barricade across the scathefire track, didn’t have time for a good
         one, and fled. They’re more likely to go over it than over the burnt-brush tangles at the sides.” He looked up to be sure
         they understood. “They’ll see a climbable barricade with plunder on the other side; they’ll be exposed as they try to get
         over it. Then we attack through the gaps beyond the barrier, where this burnt stuff was used for the barrier itself.”
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      The Pargunese made enough noise to hear before they came in sight: stamping boots, jingling mail, hoofbeats, creaking leather.
         Kieri peered between the tree boles for the first sight of them. Banner uttered a soft fluttery sound; Kieri laid a mailed
         hand on his muzzle.
      

      
      He had a hundred archers now, well supplied with arrows but unused to fighting together … against two hundred and more, short
         of bolts—they must be—but trained and experienced in formation fighting. The Pargunese knew they were in trouble, moving ever
         deeper into hostile territory, knew they were losing men constantly to sniping.
      

      
      Why were they still coming? Why had they not retreated? What was behind them worse than what they were facing? Whatever the
         reason, they would be angry and ready for a battle. Would their discipline hold?
      

      
      The Pargunese appeared, still marching in straight ranks, their dark blue cloaks almost black against the snow, their helmets
         rising to a spike. The outer rows all around the formation carried their tall, narrow Pargunese shields to the outside. Heavy
         shields, with a spike on the bottom to let them be braced on the ground during an engagement. On this side, the west, that
         meant shields hung on the sword-hand shoulder, their pikes in the left hand … unless they had that many heart-handed men,
         they’d find it hard to fight that way, though it gave them some protection from sniping.
      

      
      Behind the main formation rode their mounted troops, now down to eleven from twenty, all in heavier armor, all with a longer
         spear braced upright in a socket and a shorter pair of javelins. Although they outnumbered his troops, they looked surprisingly
         small against the backdrop of the forest across the gap. He could see the entire formation at once.
      

      
      Once again Kieri wondered why they were still advancing. They had to know they were marching away from reinforcement, away
         from their supplies … losing troops daily. Most armies lost heart when their numbers dropped so far. These looked almost—almost
         enchanted.
      

      
      Kieri reached out to the taig and felt the malice of the Pargunese but no more than that. He could not tell if that meant
         no enchantment or if it was the taig’s own suffering that clouded its communication.
      

      
      When the front line reached the mark he’d set, one of the rangers blew a horn. The Pargunese faltered a moment, but one of
         their officers yelled, and they marched on.
      

      
      A second horn call. Fifty archers on the west side—Royal Archers and Halverics both—rose and sent flights of arrows into the
         Pargunese formation. The formation shrank visibly as men fell. The Pargunese officers bellowed: “Hold, you fishbait! They’ve
         clumped—we can take them if we stick together—shields—form for charge!”
      

      
      Exactly what Kieri had hoped. The Pargunese were all yelling now, insults only Kieri and a few others understood. They faced
         right, held their shields up at an angle, and charged at the woods. Frustrated, tired, hungry men in a foreign land, after
         days of being picked off by ones and twos, they wanted a fight.
      

      
      A third horn call now, as Kieri signaled. From the east, the far side of the scathefire track, his other fifty archers emerged
         and shot directly into the Pargunese rear. Kieri could not see how many fell but knew that most of the rear rank and at least
         some of the next would be sorely wounded if not killed. The compact Pargunese formation—originally ten files of twenty-four—had
         now lost almost fifty of its original strength.
      

      
      “Reform! Pin-pig!” It was the only workable formation for a unit beset by archery in multiple directions. Kieri watched as
         the Pargunese struggled, losing more every moment, to back and turn into the circle, bristling with pikes, shields locked
         together for protection. The officers had all dismounted, turning their horses loose, and were in the center of the pin-pig,
         their long spears sticking up like flag standards. After a moment of stillness, he saw the covering shield quiver, opening
         small holes near the center of the formation.
      

      
      “Dropping volley,” he said to the nearest Royal Archer. “Cover.” They knelt and put up their shields.

      
      Kieri looked past the clumped Pargunese and saw that his unit on the far side was still standing in the open, bows bent. “Back!”
         he yelled. “’Ware volley.” But the bolts were already in the air, including those rattling on branches overhead. Kieri looked
         down, trusting his helm and shield to protect him. Only one of his people was hit, the bolt piercing his helmet and killing
         him instantly. The Pargunese shields overlapped again, clattering like shutters.
      

      
      “They’re short of bolts,” Kieri said.

      
      “Or they want us to think so,” one of his Squires said.

      
      “Can they use stray arrows in those crossbows?” asked one of the rangers.

      
      “Yes, but not very accurately,” Kieri said. “Some of the units in Aarenis use a compound bow—not as long as the blackwood
         bows— and shorter arrows as well, but even those don’t fly well from crossbows except in a dropping volley. I think if they
         had plenty of bolts, they’d have fired another volley. Look—they’re moving.”
      

      
      The Pargunese, closely hidden under their overlapping shields, were creeping slowly along the scathefire track, still heading
         south.
      

      
      “How do they do that?” one of the Squires, Panin, asked.

      
      “Training,” Kieri said. “But it’s hard, exhausting work to keep those shields tight and carry their weapons. Those in the
         rear are having to walk backward.” He looked around. “We’ll keep pace with them; it won’t be hard.”
      

      
      “And when they reach the barricade?”

      
      “They can’t get past it in that formation. They may even break open before then. And then—we hit them again.”

      
      “It seems … unfair,” Cern said. Kieri recalled that he was only five years out of Falk’s Hall.

      
      “War’s not fair,” Kieri said. “We want to hinder them—kill them in the end—losing as few of our own people as possible.” He
         had said this before, but these Squires had not seen even one pitched battle. “Their invasion wasn’t fair; the scathefire
         wasn’t fair.”
      

      
      The Pargunese would expect a hostile force to be pacing them … they would be, even in the cold, sweating and miserable under
         their shields. Someone’s arm would get tired; someone walking backward would stumble. Fury and panic both would be stalking
         their minds even as the Lyonyans stalked their flanks. After a while, the Pargunese began to relax their formation, as he’d
         expected. They did so cautiously. Blinded on the flanks by the protective shields, with no more mounted fighters to keep a
         lookout, they could not see Kieri’s forces. First their ankles, then their shins … a gradual lowering of the interior shields
         … those in the rear swung around to change places with the next forward rank … and then the leaders saw the barricade. They
         halted.
      

      
      Kieri hoped they would see it as he intended: a crude, hasty barrier of logs and tangled brush bracing some sharpened stakes
         reaching across the scathefire track. Beyond it, a wagon on its side, barrels and bales spilled out onto the snow, traces
         cut where the team had been freed, signs of panicked flight. Would they take the bait or suspect the trap?
      

      
      Suddenly, the tight cluster opened out; from his height, Kieri could see a man in armor in the middle of the cluster, space
         opening around him … and then the transformation he had never expected to see again, as the man’s armor seemed first to melt
         into his body and then split apart … his shape changing from human to the spider-like form of one of Achrya’s servants. Kieri felt the taig’s
         revulsion at the touch of the thing’s claws. The Pargunese soldiers kept a careful distance. The thing chittered, audible
         even at this distance. Another Pargunese yelled; the soldiers opened a lane to the front.
      

      
      “You have to hit the eyes,” Kieri murmured to the ranger at his side. “Or underneath …”

      
      The thing paused at the barricade, head lifted, turning from side to side. Kieri felt a chill run down his backbone. It was
         Achrya’s, and Achrya could see what mortals could not. The dragon had said Achrya would soon have no power, but this was Achrya’s
         servant. “Now!” he said. Bowstrings twanged; arrows split the air, some sent high and some lower … but the thing was over
         the barricade in a blur of speed before the first arrow arrived. Pargunese men fell instead; those unwounded did not re-form
         or return fire—as he’d expected—but rushed forward to the barricade as if compelled to follow the spider-thing.
      

      
      “What is that?” Vardan asked; Kieri heard others asking as well.
      

      
      “Achrya’s creature,” Kieri said. “And we must kill it—if we kill all the men and leave it running loose, we have lost.” Kieri
         mounted Banner and lowered his visor. “Come on,” he said. “And you,” he said to the Halveric sergeant. “I need a tensquad.”
      

      
      The Squires scrambled to mount and catch up as Kieri urged Banner past the end of the barrier in the trees and turned toward
         the scathefire track, where the creature had clambered onto the overturned wagon and now waved its front legs at its followers.
         A dozen Pargunese had made it over the barrier; the rest of the Lyonyans were picking off the others as they tried to climb
         the brush, their shields askew. Kieri glanced back, calculating angles and odds—his remaining Squires, a squad of Halverics
         commanded by that sergeant. Plenty, if they were fast.
      

      
      Banner charged; behind him, Kieri heard other hoofbeats and the Halverics’ running feet. He knew the others were coming, outflanking
         the barrier. Then two more of the Pargunese soldiers shifted into the great spider shapes. Kieri felt a familiar wave of chill
         calm sweep over him. Holy Falk, Lady of Peace … He’d known there could be more than one—was that all? No, for another two Pargunese stopped short and seemed to shiver.
      

      
      Kieri shifted his weight; Banner responded instantly, shortening stride and bringing Kieri directly to one of them in midchange.
         Kieri’s sword-stroke took the creature across the middle, splitting a still-soft carapace. On the backswing he took the second.
         Even as he looked back, Banner snorted and changed leads, swinging his hindquarters around.
      

      
      Where were the Squires? Cern’s mount was just leaping one of the things Kieri had killed, ears pinned, eyes wild. Cern grabbed
         for mane as the horse bucked on landing, but he managed to come up on Kieri’s shield-side. “Sir—”
      

      
      “Quiet,” Kieri said. The two lesser creatures faced them, forelegs raised and the vicious spinnerets he remembered pointing
         at them. How far could the venom go? Did they have other weapons? The first to change, the largest, was still crouched atop
         the wagon, facing the other Squires and Halverics, who seemed to be unable to move. It must be the commander.
      

      
      “I can shoot one,” Linne said. She had caught up with them and nocked an arrow.

      
      “The eye, the underside of the abdomen,” Kieri said. “The rest is armored.” He glanced back at the other soldiers who’d made
         it over the barrier and were advancing again in a straight rank. Another three had made it; none seemed to be changing, and
         none had crossbows. It should be easy to avoid them … pikes were too heavy to throw far. He distrusted “easy” when his own
         supporters were on the other side of the enemy and immobile.
      

      
      Linne and Cern both drew and released; the arrows sang through the air but stopped short of the creatures as if they had hit
         an invisible wall.
      

      
      So much for easy.

      
      Then he heard Sergeant Vardan. “Get moving!” she yelled at her squad. She took a step forward, slow, as if she were pulling
         herself free of deep mud, but she moved. “What are you, raw recruits in your first skirmish? Halverics! Pick up your feet,
         you lumps! Falk’s Oath in gold! That’s our king over there. Move!”
      

      
      Behind her, the others began moving—older veterans first and then even the newest. The spider-demon he thought of as the commander
         leapt at the Halverics; Kieri spurred Banner even as Linne’s next shot hit one of the others—once, twice, and then it was
         down. The third wavered, spurting something from its spinnerets but missing both him and Cern as Kieri, on his way past, swung and
         cut a deep gash in the carapace. He was just aware that Linne had paused to engage it.
      

      
      Banner swerved to miss the wagon, then lunged ahead; Kieri had nothing but his sword, and the thing had reached the Halveric
         sergeant, seized her in its clawed forelimbs. She hacked at it with her sword, but it would not bite on the thing’s carapace.
         Kieri saw other Halverics coming to her aid—and then Banner reared, striking the thing’s abdomen from behind with iron-shod
         forehooves. Kieri leaned down, stabbing, but Banner’s hooves skidded off that hard carapace, and his stroke missed. The thing
         whirled, dropping Vardan’s body; Kieri had his sword up again and swept it side to side across the array of eyes. Banner jumped
         sideways as a gout of venom spurted at them, then in again, and this time Kieri managed to lop off its head.
      

      
      With that, the Pargunese stopped. He heard the clatter of their dropped weapons, their shields, and looked around to see them
         all fall to the ground, as if only a spell had kept them upright. With a triumphant yell, his own troops ran forward, ready
         to kill.
      

      
      “Wait,” Kieri said. Across the scathefire track, his troops were gathering, moving nearer. He spoke to Cern. “Tell them not
         to kill anyone who does not resist. Most of these men were not willing.” He looked down. Almost under the spider-thing’s body,
         Vardan lay still, with a cluster of surviving Halverics around her. Blood soaked the trampled snow. “Does she live?” he asked.
         “She saved my life and perhaps the kingdom.”
      

      
      “Not much longer,” said one of the older Halveric veterans.

      
      Kieri dismounted and knelt by Vardan; one of the Halverics took Banner’s reins. She bore deep wounds in her body; he could
         not understand how the beast had done so much damage so fast. But her eyes were open and recognized him. Two of the Halverics
         were trying to staunch her wounds.
      

      
      “Sir … king?”

      
      “It’s dead. We won. You saved us, Sergeant.”

      
      “Is … good.”

      
      He put his hands on her shoulder and closed his eyes, reaching for his healing magery, but nothing happened.

      
      “No,” she murmured. “Not now. Let me … Falk calls me.”
      

      
      Kieri opened his eyes; Vardan’s face was peaceful now, and much paler.

      
      “Tell m’lord Halveric …” she said, and then with no more words, she died.

      
      “Falk will honor you as you have honored Falk,” Kieri said. He bent and kissed her forehead. “For all your deeds this day,
         you will be honored both here and there, above and below, and songs will be sung and your bones laid to rest in all ceremony.”
      

      
      When he stood again, he saw that all was quiet, but the day was not over. He gathered his Squires and went to look at the
         Pargunese, now huddled in a group under guard. He had said they had no facilities for prisoners; he had planned to offer no
         quarter, but he could not in all conscience kill them now they were disarmed and obviously had been forced by enchantment.
         The old compact he had lived by for so many years, that he and Aliam and Aesil M’dierra had imposed on most of the others,
         held him now in his own heart.
      

      
      He gave his orders: march the prisoners to Chaya, kill only those who try to escape or resist. It took longer than he’d hoped
         to right the wagons, hitch the teams to them once more, and transfer the wounded—his own and the Pargunese—into them.
      

      
      Next morning at dawn he was away to Chaya with his Squires.

   
      
      
      CHAPTER FOUR
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      When Kieri rode back into the palace courtyard, he saw Arian coming down the palace steps to meet him, back in her Squire’s
         uniform. His breath came short … in his mind he clothed her in a queen’s robe and then wondered if she would be comfortable
         in it. The rest of his Council, following Arian down the steps with worried expressions in stark contrast to her smile, pushed
         that question out of his mind.
      

      
      “The Pargunese force is gone,” Kieri said. He dismounted and arched his back, stretching. “Our forest rangers, a squad of
         Halverics who survived, and some Royal Archers mounted an effective defense—all praise to them. They cut the Pargunese numbers
         by more than half, and the Pargunese came on only because their officers were all servants of Achrya, who held them in thrall.
         The survivors, no more than thirty, are prisoners now until I decide what to do with them. They’ll be here tomorrow or the
         next day.”
      

      
      “Surely you’ll kill them,” Sier Halveric said. “They invaded— they killed—”

      
      “They were spelled,” Kieri said. “Until I know their true intent, I am not eager to kill men who had no will of their own.”

      
      “Send them back to Pargun?” asked Sier Davonin. “If their leaders are dead, maybe they won’t make trouble.”

      
      “We can’t possibly know they won’t,” Halveric said.

      
      “Siers,” Kieri said a little more loudly. They fell silent. “We will meet in Council when I have had a chance to bathe, change, and eat something. I will tell you my thoughts then. At the moment—”
         He let out a big sigh. The Siers moved aside, and Arian fell in behind him as he entered the palace.
      

      
      “Food, sir king?” the steward said from just inside the doors.

      
      “Yes. Anything hot, please. I rode straight through. I’ll bathe first and eat in my chambers.” He glanced at Arian and Harin.
         “You two, come with me. Garris, dismiss those who rode with me; they need at least a full day off duty.”
      

      
      Upstairs, he found his bath already waiting.

      
      “We saw your party coming,” Harin said. “We knew you’d want to bathe.”

      
      “I chose the right Squires,” Kieri said with a grin.

      
      By the time he had finished his bath and dried himself, he could smell food in the other chamber. His chamber robe, soft and
         warm, felt so comfortable he decided to eat before dressing for the Council meeting. He padded barefoot across the bedroom
         carpets to the table laid for him near the window. Arian stood there, ready to serve him; Harin had gone to the door, and
         Devanyan had joined him there.
      

      
      “Sit down, Arian,” Kieri said. “We have things to talk about.”

      
      “Yes, sir king.” She sat on the edge of a chair, tense as a drawn bowstring.

      
      “The first is this—do you still want to marry me and be my queen?”

      
      “Yes! Of course!”

      
      “There’s no ‘of course’ about it,” Kieri said. “We’ve both been in mortal danger—you with the dragon fighting scathefire and
         me with the Pargunese and those servants of Achrya. And then finding that the Lady was not coming to our aid because she was
         trapped underground—that’s enough shock that a change of mind could be understandable.”
      

      
      “She put a glamour on me,” Arian said. “That’s why I left; I didn’t realize it then. She made me blind to the taig until I
         got far enough away—and I thought it was my fault, that the taig rejected me for my love of you. That was not right; I was
         angry with her then, and again for getting herself in a situation where she did not come to your aid at once. It wasn’t fair.”
      

      
      “No, it was not.”
      

      
      “And I am of the same mind, and I do love you and want to be with you. I hope I can be a good queen for you.” She frowned a little
         as she said that.
      

      
      “I am sure you will.” Kieri took a spoonful of soup.

      
      “I do worry,” Arian said. “Your sister, even as a young woman, knew so much more than I do. She would not have let the Lady
         control her as the Lady did me. She had known she would be queen; she had trained for it. I have learned much being a King’s
         Squire, but I am not sure it’s enough. I hadn’t been to court before except at her coronation, and now I’ve seen Siers and
         their families, and some of what being a king requires. It’s so complicated.” She looked away. “I’m sorry … you’re tired and
         hungry, and you saved the land.”
      

      
      “Alyanya’s true daughter,” Kieri said; she looked back at him and smiled. Before he could say more, he heard Harin, from the
         door, say, “Arian? The rest of the food—”
      

      
      Arian went to the door and came back with a tray of dishes.

      
      “I don’t really need more—” Kieri began.

      
      “You do,” Arian said. “Especially since this hot-pot was made especially for you.” She set out the dishes—the steaming pot
         topped with a flaky crust, the basket of rolls, the smaller pot that smelled of apples and spices, a jug of cream.
      

      
      “If I eat all this, I will start snoring in the Council meeting,” Kieri said around a mouthful of the hot-pot. Chunks of ham
         and venison mingled with redroots, onions, mushrooms … it was almost gone before he realized he hadn’t stopped eating to answer
         her fears. “I was hungrier than I thought,” he said. Instead of stuffed and sleepy, he now felt wider awake. He eyed the apple
         dessert and the jug of cream, then looked at Arian and grinned. “There are two spoons,” he said.
      

      
      “Indeed there are, sir king, in case you drop one.” Her mouth quirked; the indecision and worry of a few minutes earlier had
         vanished.
      

      
      “I know you like apples.”

      
      “Yes … and if that is an invitation, then I accept.”

      
      Eating from the same dish, across the table from each other, reminded him so of those private meals with Tammarion … his eyes
         stung, and he looked up to find Arian with an expression even more like Tamar’s. “Is something wrong?” she asked.
      

      
      “No,” he said. “Nothing. It is … a homecoming.” He swallowed that bite of the dessert and said, “And now for the second thing.”

      
      “I am listening.”

      
      “Remember what I said when you arrived with the elves: when we are alone, I am not ‘sir king’ to you but ‘Kieri.’ If you wish
         to continue as King’s Squire until we wed—”
      

      
      “I do, of course,” Arian said. “And after, as well.”

      
      “Well, not after. You will have Queen’s Squires of your own then.”

      
      “But I want to be with you—”

      
      “Of course, and you will be. But not guarding me. You will be my queen, worthy of your own protection.” Now she looked troubled;
         Kieri put his hand on hers. “Arian, what bothers you about that? You will still go armed, as I do; if it’s about keeping your
         sword—”
      

      
      “Not that, sir … Kieri. It’s … what I was saying before. I know how to be a ranger or a King’s Squire. I don’t know how to
         be a queen. It’s so different.”
      

      
      “Are you sure this is not a fear the Lady put into you, Arian? Or is it about … having children?”

      
      “No, not that. I promise. And it’s not you, anything about you. I want to be with you, at your side. It’s my own ignorance.
         I don’t have any idea what a queen does—your sister, I imagine, did what you do, but a king’s wife … what would I do? I asked Sier Halveric while you were gone, and he said queens are more decorative than anything else—I should wear the right
         clothes and be gracious to people. It sounds like standing around smiling all the time.”
      

      
      “He’s wrong,” Kieri said. “Some queens have been like that—in Tsaia, anyway, and Torfinn of Pargun seemed to think of his
         queen as a housewife in fancy clothes—but we can make our own rules. I can’t imagine you doing nothing but that. I’d rather
         have you as co-ruler than the Lady, if that were possible. Your good sense, your courage, your warm heart, your taig-sense:
         all fit you for being Lyonya’s queen. The rest is … is all surface and things you can learn with more experience. You say
         you haven’t traveled much—well, as a queen, you can. You can be my ambassador where rank is needed, as Elis is Torfinn’s.”
      

      
      “But she grew up a princess—”
      

      
      “And I did not grow up a prince.” That, he could see, startled her. “Arian. Trust me in this: you have everything it takes to be a queen
         but the experience, and you will get the experience by being a queen. You will make mistakes—I have made mistakes, this past
         year, as a king.”
      

      
      “No—”

      
      “Yes. I should have sent my own couriers to Torfinn and Ganlin’s father, asked them before I sent those girls to Falk’s Hall—”

      
      “Elis and Ganlin wouldn’t think so.”

      
      “Maybe … but it nearly got me killed, and may have gotten Torfinn’s wife and children killed, when the war started. I have
         made many mistakes in my life, Arian, and you will make some as queen, but that is not important—what is important is your
         willingness to take the chance.” He thought a moment. What story would help her and not increase her worries? “When I had
         the chance to escape from captivity—though I had wished for the torment to stop—it was terrifying to make that leap for freedom.
         And it was a leap—down out of a window onto a roof, and then running, running, as fast as I could. And then in the town, hiding
         and running, down to the harbor, jumping again, to grab a rope slung from a ship and hang on. I was scared the whole time.
         I had no idea what would happen, if the people would take me back to him. So I understand how frightening this change can
         be for you: new tasks, a new role.”
      

      
      “But you were only a child—”

      
      “And change is daunting for adults, too. But I promise you, Arian: I will help you with every skill and every knowledge I
         have. Think of it—” He paused a moment. “Think of it as a new horse—a Pargunese Black, for instance, tall and maybe not well
         trained. Snorting and plunging … you would ride it, wouldn’t you?”
      

      
      “Oh, a horse—yes, certainly.”

      
      “You would train it—you would teach it?”

      
      “Of course.”

      
      “Then think of the tasks of a queen as that kind of challenge. You have made friends among the other Squires, I know. Now
         make friends among the courtiers—and others who are not courtiers. Travel—make friends for Lyonya abroad. Start with Tsaia,
         where I have friends and you already know Dorrin Verrakai. After we’re wed, make a visit to Vérella—”
      

      
      “With you?”

      
      “No—I can’t leave yet. With … um … Sier Davonin, perhaps. That would be a compliment to their court. Estil Halveric, if she
         has the time.”
      

      
      She looked serious, but beneath that he could feel a change, a healthy change, in her mood. “I would like to see more of Tsaia,”
         she said. “And Dorrin Verrakai.”
      

      
      “The third thing to settle is our wedding,” Kieri said. “Now I know you still wish it … the sooner we marry, the better for
         the realm. My reasons are those of state: this realm was in mortal peril and is still wounded. Lyonya needs its king to provide
         an heir. I know that seems like valuing you for breeding alone—”
      

      
      Arian laughed aloud at that. “I know a better reason to marry soon,” she said. “Do you not recall I said I loved you—loved
         you from the day I first saw you and have had trouble keeping my hands off you? My worries were of being good enough at the
         tasks of a queen … not fear that you cared only whether I would bear healthy children.”
      

      
      “Oh …” Kieri felt heat rising in his cheeks, but he also laughed before going on. “In Tsaia, announcements of engagements
         on the day of Midwinter Feast are considered auspicious enough … but no one marries in winter. Do you know the customs here?”
      

      
      “You could ask the Seneschal,” Arian said. “Or your ancestors may have wisdom for you.”

      
      “If that suits the Seneschal, then it suits me. And I think we should tell the Council today and plan to make Midwinter Feast
         the formal celebration of the engagement.” Kieri pushed himself up. “And now I must dress and visit the ossuary before the
         Council meeting. Come with me there.” She looked startled; he smiled at her. “They won’t hurt you.”
      

      
      “I’m not afraid, sir—Kieri. My mother’s family had a bone-house, and I visited it with her as a child. But this is the royal
         ossuary—”
      

      
      “It is where your bones, as well as mine, will someday rest. You need to meet them. Tell the Council I must visit there first
         and then go let the Seneschal know I’m coming—I won’t be long.”
      

      
      After she left, he dressed, belted on his sword, and went into the hall. Harin and Devanyan fell in behind him. The Siers were milling about downstairs, but Arian had been there and they only
         nodded as he passed them.
      

      
      The Seneschal met him at the outer entrance to the ossuary. “Sir king—they will be glad you are home safely. And your lady
         awaits you within.”
      

      
      “She told you?”

      
      “No, sir king. I knew from her face. I am happy for you both, and so will they be.” He led the way inside. Arian, he saw,
         had already taken off boots and socks and sat on the bench, looking around with interest. Kieri sat down and pulled off his
         house boots.
      

      
      “It’s not what I expected,” Arian said.

      
      “It’s not what you’d expect inside, either,” Kieri said. The Seneschal led the way with one of the big candles and set it
         on a holder for them, then bowed and withdrew. Kieri felt that ancient peace enfold him. He heard Arian’s little gasp of surprise.
      

      
      “They’re … like the others only … more.”

      
      “My father,” Kieri said with a gesture. “And my sister, on the women’s side.”

      
      “What is that—oh—it’s writing. At my mother’s family’s bone-house the oldest were painted with pictures in certain colors,
         but no writing.”
      

      
      “Can you read it?” Kieri asked.

      
      “No … at least … it says something about beloved son, doesn’t it? Here?”

      
      “Yes. I did not know the script at first, and then I could read it.”

      
      “I hope they like me,” Arian said.

      
      “You can read the script—I think that proves they do.” They were shoulder to shoulder now; Kieri felt a pressure from those
         bones, from all the bones. Did Arian feel it? She moved across the aisle to his sister’s bones.
      

      
      “And this was her child … I came to her coronation, you know.”

      
      “I didn’t—” Kieri’s throat closed. That others had known his sister as an adult, and he only as a tiny child, barely able
         to walk steadily …
      

      
      “All the Knights of Falk were summoned, and the senior knights-candidate. She was beautiful. And gracious, very gracious.
         It grieved us all when she died.”
      

      
      Kieri felt the faint touch he had felt before, his sister’s presence, but this time not full of anger and warning … this time
         a caress, a blessing. She was gracious, too. As she is now. Be happy.

      
      Moved by impulse, he reached out and took Arian’s hand and lifted it high. “This is Arian, who will be my wife and my queen,”
         he said. “Make her welcome, for my sake.”
      

      
      Light bloomed in the ossuary, far brighter than the candle, bright as summer sun and carrying the scent of ripe fruit and
         roses. The pressure he had felt before increased, inexorable, and in a moment he and Arian were joined as they had not been
         before, embracing. Then joy and the light faded back to the candle’s glow.
      

      
      “They made us welcome indeed,” Arian said, in a shaky voice.

      
      “They believe you are a queen,” Kieri said. “Remember that, when you doubt it.” The chamber felt quiet again, the presences
         withdrawn. Kieri sighed. “And now for the Council.”
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      Kieri laid out the situation as best he could. “Our troops defeated the Pargunese army in battle; survivors of the scathefire
         attack on the Halveric camp, forest rangers, and Royal Archers stationed in the area had much depleted their numbers before
         I got there.” Faces relaxed; a murmur rose. Kieri went on.
      

      
      “What we know now is that the Pargunese were befooled and then led by Achrya into moving above the falls—into land the rockfolk
         had denied them, land containing two hills in which dragons had laid clutches of eggs, supposedly guarded by gnomes.”
      

      
      “But there are no—” someone said.

      
      Kieri held up his hand for silence. “Under Achrya’s urging, the Pargunese took some of those eggs and broke them, releasing
         an immature form of dragon. In a later change, the immature dragons became a form of fire, uncontrolled and uncontrollable
         by humans. The Pargunese thought they had a weapon—thought they could control it—but they had released what Achrya wanted:
         chaos and terror that only the gods—or a dragon—could control. That is what burned Riverwash and a Halveric encampment; that
         is what we saw the other night.”
      

      
      “If the Pargunese have them, they could send more,” Sier Halveric said. He looked more angry than frightened.
      

      
      “They do not,” Kieri said. “The dragon—and yes, there is a dragon; Arian and I both met it—will prevent that; the dragon means
         us no harm.” He paused, but no one spoke. “That is good news, but I have better: King’s Squire Arian has consented to become
         my queen, and the ancestors and the taig and the Lady of the Ladysforest have all agreed.”
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