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  Chapter 1

Ariana spotted Shianan Becknam in the traffic almost immediately, but she pretended to search a moment longer. It was a guilty opportunity to study his features for telltale characteristics.

Beside her, young Tam pointed too helpfully. “He’s there, near the soldiers.”

Ariana crossed the road to the bench outside the public house, untangling a few dark strands of hair from her pack strap. Becknam gestured to waiting ales. “Was the market worthwhile?”

“I bought some chocolate.”

Becknam gave her a flat glance. “Only a few bites, I hope.”

Tam led the way inside and crouched to tuck their packs beneath a table. Ariana shook her head. “Not much.”

Not much for Becknam to carry, anyway, as the packet was in her bag. She probably shouldn’t have purchased the chocolate, as every pound would matter in the mountains. It would make a nice treat one night, though. She wanted something for Tam as well; he had not yet complained despite the difficult journey.

She glanced sidelong at Becknam. He, too, had made no complaint, but that was to be expected.

A smiling, stout man emerged from the kitchen, a child toddling curiously behind him. “Welcome! Suppers for all? Mutton and herbed roots tonight. Sing out if you find the bottom of your cup.”

Ariana began to reclaim her windblown hair into a braid. Watching Becknam across the table, she thought the line of his jaw was reminiscent of the king’s. She wondered if he had considered a beard to conceal that, or if he preferred the resemblance to be seen. She wondered if everyone wondered such things as they looked at him.

The room was filling with locals, and soon they were sharing their table and benches. Ariana sipped at her drink and traced a finger through its condensation on the table, drawing loose geometric designs. Idly she asked, “Did you know some ancient art includes winged men as icons of beauty? Not quite Ryuven, but wings, anyway.”

“Then it was ancient art indeed,” said Becknam, “from well before the Ryuven. Those monsters aren’t winged men, and they aren’t beautiful.” He cast a suspicious eye toward her. “If my lady had seen—”

“I am quite aware of what the Ryuven can do. I only—it’s odd that we should have imagined men with wings, don’t you think?”

“Artists have more imagination than sense, and more sense than usefulness.”

Ariana drew a bolder design on the table.

Tam shifted the ales to make room for cold mutton and warm turnips and parsnips, sprinkled with shredded herbs and chunks of butter. The landlord beamed at Ariana’s praise for the food and retreated to the kitchen, shooing the child ahead of him.

The man to her right was intent on a story for his other tablemates. “And so there was Sergeant Vanguilder, pulling his last arrow, and then out of the sky comes this Ryuven—”

“The Ryuven in front of him?” asked another.

“No, another Ryuven, come from above. And he strikes the sergeant like a lightning bolt and he goes face down—the sergeant—and I don’t have to say the arrow goes wide, and the Ryuven—the first one, now, the one on the ground—jumps for him like a terrier on a rat.”

One of the listeners rolled his eyes. “Maybe a stunted terrier. On a fat rat.”

“Eh? The sergeant ain’t fat.”

“Or maybe if the rat had a bow and a pike, and the terrier had a mace and magic.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” the storyteller demanded. “Stupidest thing I ever heard.”

“Well, that’s a stupid way to describe it, terrier and rat. You ever seen a Ryuven shake a soldier by the spine? Say plainly he went for the sergeant with his hammer or whatever he had. He didn’t use magic, I’ll guess, or you wouldn’t go on about terriers.”

“You done for a bit? Can I tell on?”

Ariana hid her smile behind her hand.

“So I use my sword and I cut a steak out of this Ryuven, and then over us comes this shadow, and—”

“And it’s Pairvyn ni Ai himself, right? Only he sees you and he runs for his life? And then King Jerome comes and says he wants you in his personal guard—” The rest of the listener’s heckling was drowned in a chorus of mocking laughter.

“Shuddup!”

“It wasn’t yet that the king asked him,” protested someone else, laughing hard enough to muddy his words. “He had to go and save His Majesty’s life first, right?”

“Shuddup,” repeated the storyteller, sullen. “I did so guard the king at Ason Field.”

“Right you are! Wait, I thought you said it was at Scout’s End?”

Ariana glanced at Tam with a conspiratorial smile and whispered, “The king wasn’t even at Scout’s End.”

Tam pursed his lips. “Was so.”

“How would you know?”

“Same as you—I’ve listened to your father’s stories.”

“And my father said the king wasn’t at Scout’s End!” Ariana laughed.

Tam’s grin vanished and he started up from the bench. Ariana caught a flash of movement and then the storyteller’s hand twisted into her shirt collar, pulling her off-balance. “You calling me a liar, girl?”

She blinked and struggled to find words. “No! No, I wasn’t even—”

The storyteller curled his lip, glad to vent his frustration. “We fought and bled and died there, and you got no call to be mocking those men who—”

“I’m sorry.” Ariana gathered power into her palm, just enough to knock him off his feet if necessary. “I didn’t mean to offend you. I have only the highest respect for—”

Becknam appeared beside them, his eyes on the soldier. “Let her be.”

“I won’t be mocked by a piptit not old enough to—”

Becknam’s hand rested lightly on Ariana’s shoulder, very near the soldier’s. “Let her be.”

For response, the man released Ariana and pivoted, driving a fist toward Becknam. Ariana ducked and Tam seized her, pulling her into a stumble.

Becknam parried the fist outward with his left hand as his right jabbed the end of Ariana’s wooden spoon deep into the attacker’s bicep. The man’s fist recoiled, and Becknam slid the spoon beneath the storyteller’s upper arm and over the wrist, pressing his arm back. The storyteller stuttered back a few steps but could not reclaim his balance, and Shianan eased him backward to the floor, pinned by the spoon on his wrist and a knee on his chest.

The room went quiet.

“Now, she’s said she was sorry and wished no harm,” Becknam said, “and I’m sure you mean the same, so let’s all be neighborly.” He rose and offered the man a hand.

The soldier frowned and didn’t take the hand. “That was too slick to be farm work.”

Becknam shrugged. “Farms need defending.”

“You’re in?”

Becknam nodded, and Ariana caught her breath. But he added casually, “I’m posted at Stoneship, on leave to visit home.”

“Stoneship?” The soldier held out a hand, and Becknam pulled him to his feet. “That’s where I did two years.”

“No joking?”

“And Edgar was there, too. Hear that, Edgar?” The soldier slapped Shianan’s shoulder. “That was a slick turn, but you’re lucky I didn’t see it coming.”

Becknam laughed and turned into the group, nodding and smiling and clasping wrists like old friends.

Ariana sighed and sank down on the bench. “I could have defended myself,” she murmured to Tam. “I was ready.”

Tam was irritatingly practical. “Magic would have been harder to explain than fisticuffs, and less soothing than trading soldier stories.”

“Maybe. But I was ready.”

Tam scooted onto the bench beside her, watching Becknam accept an ale. “It was Steward’s End.”

“What?”

“The king went back to Alham before Steward’s End, not Scout’s End.”

Ariana clenched her jaw; her history error had nearly cost a great deal. “You’d better not let his lordship hear you correcting your betters so lightly.”

Tam barely suppressed his usual grin. “Right, my lady.”

The landlord appeared beside her. “You’re all right, I think?” he asked with concern. “They’re not an unfriendly bunch, though they can be loud.” He nodded toward the group, still exchanging eager anecdotes with Becknam. “But your friend seems to know his way around old soldiers.”

She nodded. “Did he say we wanted two rooms for the night?”

“I told him I’ve only the one. We don’t see much traffic here. The merchants mostly use the south pass, it being open all the year.”

“One room,” Ariana repeated. She couldn’t expect the Count of Bailaha to sleep in a public room, even if they were traveling covertly.

“It has two beds,” the landlord offered, though his face betrayed surprise at her hesitation.

“That will be fine,” Becknam said, returning.

Ariana nodded. They would do without social niceties like walls once they were beyond inns.

“I’ll just take up fresh bedding after I get ales around, then, if you’ll wait a bit. Or send the boy back with me now, and I’ll send him up with the linens.”

Tam followed the landlord to the kitchen, and Becknam leaned an elbow on the table. “You trust him to run about on his own?”

“What?”

“Will he talk?”

“Tam’s a model of discretion.” Ariana nodded toward the kitchen door. “He’s a servant of the White Mage—a famulus, even. There isn’t much Father’s hidden from him.”

“So I saw when I met with your father.” He gestured. “I just don’t feel settled.”

That was understandable. It had happened so fast once her father had announced his discovery. He had introduced Ariana to Commander Shianan Becknam, Count of Bailaha, a man she had always heard of and never known, and barely a day later, they had set out to retrieve the Shard.

The landlord passed again, trading a folded blanket for Ariana’s empty plate. “Your boy’s gone up now, so whenever you’re ready. Here’s an extra blanket I found. You’ll want breakfast?”

“Early, if you please,” Becknam answered. “We don’t want to lose daylight.”

The guest room was small but comfortably heated by the kitchen chimney. Becknam dropped the blanket on the sheets Tam was tucking into place. “Extra bedding for you tonight.”

“How nice.” Tam pulled a sheet tight. “I carried his lordship’s bedding, and he carried mine.”

Becknam stiffened. “Few would confuse a commander with a slave.”

Tam shrugged. “You take orders just as I do.”

“I give them as well.”

“Tam!” Ariana said. “That’s enough. I’m sorry, your lordship.”

Becknam shook his head and sat on the other bed, his muscular frame making the ropes creak. Tam looked away.

It was not like him to be rude. Ariana took his wrist, the metal cuff cool against her fingers, and drew him to the other side of the too-small room. “You were out of place,” she warned softly. “Think on what you say.”

“But he shouldn’t—a prince might become a slave. It’s happened, it’s in stories. And a slave might be—”

“You are not a prince!” She checked herself. “Tam, you know better than to fixate on stories, and saying such things could get us all into trouble. You would reflect badly on Father, and someone might demand you be punished. Do you understand?”

Something unreadable crossed Tam’s face. “Yes, mistress.”

She sighed. “Don’t be like that, Tam. I’m saying this for your own good.”

Tam was an intelligent boy, too old to imagine himself a lost prince. She sighed. They were both on edge, nervous around Becknam and the enormity of their task. It had been a long time since she’d exchanged a joke with the boy.

She watched Tam finish the bed. If their journey tired her, what strain must it be on him? That might have been weariness speaking.

The room was too quiet. “I should confess,” Ariana offered, “I’m excited to reach the citadel. This is an adventure of sorts. So many tales start with a quest for a wondrous artifact: Kalen and the Forgotten Diamond Diadem, Gabriev and the Sword of Light….”

Becknam gave her a flat look. “Think less of stories and more of duty, my lady. There’s little connecting a taproom tale and a true battle.”

Ariana stiffened, but her eye caught Tam’s before she could retort. Stories, he mouthed.

She fluffed her pillow.

Becknam lay back and turned to face the wall. Tam made a nest of blankets beside their beds and curled into them like an animal, leaving only his blond hair visible.

Ariana considered Tam’s choice. There was space between the foot of her bed and the wall, where he could have slept without danger of being trod upon. Yet Tam always slept between her and Becknam—did he think to protect Ariana from dangerous intentions? The thought made her stifle a giggle. Becknam might be a commander and now a count, but Ariana was the daughter of the White Mage Ewan Hazelrig. And as a grey mage, she could defend herself. And Tam was a mere boy—how could he hope to stop a soldier?

Still, there was something endearing about the gesture. And Tam would soon relax. They couldn’t afford suspicion or friction if they were to travel efficiently and quietly.

[image: break-test]

“Wake, Tam. Time to go.” Ariana frowned at the curled drape of blankets on the floor. “Tam?” She flipped the end she guessed covered his head, ruffling his fair hair, and he protested inarticulately. “Tam, up. Now.”


The boy shielded his eyes. “Morning?”

“Morning,” she confirmed. “His lordship woke early,” she added, trying not to sound as resentful as she felt. “As always.”

Across the room, the commander’s mouth quirked upward. “I had an effective education—each dawn, my mattress inverted. I learned to wake in the dark.”

Ariana was not sure how to respond. “That’s not….”

He looked away. “I’m sorry. It was an awkward thing to mention to a lady.”

“I am not so naïve as that, my lord.”

“I wasn’t my lord then.”

His embarrassment embarrassed her, and now Tam sat smugly concealing his smile at the two of them embarrassing themselves before a slave boy.

Becknam pointed at Tam. “Up and ready,” he said gruffly. “We’re losing daylight.”

After a quick breakfast they were on the road again. “No more inns,” Becknam said as he shouldered his pack. “We’ll sleep under the stars tonight.”

“We always sleep beneath the stars,” Tam offered. “Whether we have a roof makes no difference to their place.”

Ariana stifled her chuckle when Becknam frowned. Stick-in-the-mud.

The mountain terrain, just beginning to green, dazzled Ariana’s urban eyes. Spring melts had filled every rivulet to a run, and they never escaped the plashy sound of running or falling water. The air took on a tang of spicy cold which had nothing to do with the temperature, energizing Ariana. “I never knew mountains were like this! It’s—amazing.”

“You’re not properly in the mountains yet,” called Becknam from his place at the front. The brown hair bound in a tail down his back was not so dark as the king’s. “These are just foothills; there are still some farms and holdings along here.”

“What’s the difference?”

Becknam glanced over his shoulder. “A mountain is taller.”

“No, between a farm and a holding?”

“A farm is a thin hide of arable land and a few hills of goats, and a holding is the shale ledge from which the farmer is trying to keep from falling.”

Ariana frowned at his back. “I have either misheard or misjudged your lordship. Was that a joke?”

He grinned over his shoulder, and the expression looked out of place on his face. “I may be out of practice.”

The road narrowed to a cart track, still smooth but more flexible as it ascended the hills. They would leave it soon. Becknam knew a quicker route for those without wagons, and speed mattered during the Migrations.

Ariana paused and turned, but the twisting road did not permit a view of the plain beyond. Would there be a clear sky for stargazing tonight? As Tam passed she started uphill again, muscles protesting. Or perhaps she would be too tired for stars.

Ahead on the road, Becknam halted, extending one arm as if to block their progress. Tam stopped instantly, and Ariana glanced at him before looking back to Becknam and coming to a slow halt. “What?”

He slid his pack to the road, slipping a sword from its wrapping as he straightened. “Wait here.”

Ariana looked past him and saw a shape near the next curve, a dark mass lying at the edge of the road. Her arms tingled with sudden gooseflesh. “Is that…?”

Becknam didn’t go to the body directly, but circled it, his eyes scanning the brush and the sky. After a moment, he knelt beside it. “Magic and mace,” he reported. “If this isn’t Ryuven, it’s meant to look like it.”

Tam edged forward. Ariana moved with him. “Here? On the road? But there’s no reason….”

Becknam shook his head as he rose. “A farmer, by the look of him. Probably had a place near here. He was trying to get out, for help or maybe just to run.” He sighed. “I suppose we ought to look. There are usually survivors.”

Ariana kept her eyes on Becknam and away from the mass between them. “Survivors?”

Becknam nodded, turning to look up the road. “The Ryuven are butchers, but they’re not stupid. You kill a farm’s people, you get one harvest. Raid and run, without killing more than you can help, you get a harvest once or maybe twice a year.”

The body stank. Ariana glanced down, unable to stop herself, and stared in mute horrified fascination. The man lay face-down, for which she was grateful—she didn’t want nightmares of gaping mouth and dried-out eyes. His shoulder and back had been crushed with heavy blows, and magic had scorched his torso. He smelled of old blood and feces and flyblown meat.

Tam reached for her hand, and she took it and squeezed reassuringly. She had to be strong for the boy.

“Here,” called Becknam, ahead on the road. “Here’s the track to his place. Tam, bring my pack.”

The turn-off led downhill, toward a natural basin where warmth might linger in the hills. Becknam kept his sword in his hand. “Stay behind me,” he warned. “That was a good two days ago, but we don’t want to startle anyone. Even farmers have weapons.”

“And you have a mage.” A Mage of the Circle, she should have been able to say. “If they have arrows, I can shield us.”

“Heh.”

“What?”

“Mages aren’t so free with their shields in battle,” he said gruffly. “Soldiers die by Ryuven magic while our mages stand on a hillside and watch.”

“No!”

He glanced back. “Do you contradict me on battle experience?”

“No, of course not,” she amended. “But you have it all wrong. First, that’s an energy well, not a shield, and—”

“I don’t care what—”

“And the dissipation efficiency decreases with reach,” she continued over him, “putting the caster at increased risk, so a mage cannot hope to sufficiently cover a group of soldiers at a range of—”

“Quiet!” Becknam snapped. “We’re close.”

The track dipped toward a compact, well-tended homestead. The tidy image of a stone home with an attached stock shed was destroyed by the presence of two more corpses lying before the door. Becknam swore.

Ariana caught her breath and stumbled; the chickens had been at one body. The other lay near a tethered brown and cream goat, which bleated anxiously at their approach.

“No survivors,” Becknam muttered. “Not this.”

The body near the goat was a child, younger than Tam. Ariana stopped. “What—what do we do now?”

“Look for the survivors we know aren’t here,” Becknam answered wearily, “and bury these. We’ll tell the village on our way back, after we have the Shard, if no one’s noticed by then.” He nodded to Tam. “Turn the goat loose, and I hear sheep around back. They can fend for themselves until someone comes for them. And keep an eye for a shovel.”

“I’ll get the sheep,” Ariana said quickly, wanting to be away from the dead.

The outlying shed was open and empty of stores but for a few small burlap bags, a barrel, and two crates. The door creaked as it shifted in the breeze. Tam moved to unknot the goat’s rope.

Ariana set down her pack and started around the house. Her heart jumped as she saw more bodies. One was a dead man, a slave by his wrist cuffs. The other was a dead Ryuven.

Ariana crept forward, drawn by a morbid fascination. She had never seen a Ryuven before, alive or dead—not in person. She stepped around the slave and looked at the monster.

It was almost less horrible because of its strangeness. Its shape was similar to a man’s, but leaner and lighter, as if made of birds’ bones. A pitchfork protruded from its chest, and dark blood stained its light leather armor around the puncture wounds. On either side lay crumpled membranous wings, set into the widened torso like a second set of shoulders.

“Lady Ariana?” It was Tam’s voice, worried.

“I’m all right,” she called. “But there are more dead.”

Becknam came into view, holding a pick, and swore tiredly. “And one of the monsters, too. Well, no time to waste. Tam’s got a shovel; free the sheep and let’s get to work.”

Ariana nodded and looked at the dead Ryuven again. Its face was the most unnerving aspect, narrow and fine and nearly human. It had died grimacing, pulling at the pitchfork.

Ariana tore her eyes away and went to the sheep pen. Sheep skittered around and circled back, calling worriedly, and bunched together before bolting free of the pen and dashing across the yard, splitting neatly around the dead slave and Ryuven.

Becknam looked down at the packed earth, tamped solid by generations of stock. “There’s not a chance of digging here,” he observed. “I’ll try the far side.”

Tam came from behind the house and looked at the new bodies with wide eyes. He had likely never seen a Ryuven either, Ariana reflected. He approached with an awkward, jerking gait and squatted to peer at the dead thing.

“Good strike,” he said softly, reaching out to touch the pitchfork. “Right through the heart. He never had a chance to heal that wound.”

Ariana nodded. Ryuven could not regenerate something so devastating as a severed limb, but with enough time they usually could repair a cut or crushing blow—though not all, as human armies had learned and as this farm slave had demonstrated.

Tam left the pitchfork and crouched nearer the Ryuven’s head. He seemed peculiarly still, as if the rigidity of death had spread to him.

“Tam!” Becknam barked. “Stop poking at dead things and come dig. Lady Ariana, are you able to bring the ones out front?”

Her stomach heaved, and she squeezed her eyes shut. “Yes,” she managed, worried more syllables might betray her. She opened her eyes, keeping her gaze above the bodies, and took a breath of death-flavored air.

Tam rose and looked at her worriedly. “My lady….”

“I’ll be fine,” she said more quickly than necessary.

He nodded. “There will be blankets in the house.”

She hadn’t thought of that and gave him a grateful nod. “You’d better go help his lordship.”

Fortunately, the little house held no further gruesome discoveries. The tidy home felt suspended, between breaths, so oddly interrupted mid-routine. The fire had gone out beneath a pot, and a single chicken which followed her in pecked enthusiastically at a ball of over-risen dough. She snatched the chicken and left with the blankets, closing the door behind her.

The goat pushed close, bleating insistently. She needed milking. Ariana didn’t know how to milk and shoved the goat aside.

Metal chinked against rocky earth at the far side of the basin; Becknam’s guess about suitable ground had been good. Ariana held one blanket before her, high to shield her vision, and started toward the chicken-pecked corpse. The buzzing of flies told her when she was near, and she dropped the blanket over the upper half of the body. Somewhat protected, she steeled herself to roll the corpse into a concealing bundle. It had been a woman, stout and strong with work. Ariana flipped the body one more time over the goat’s tether and tied it tightly.

The smaller body was easier to handle, if she kept herself from thinking of a little girl. Becknam had said the raids killed few, and there could be no advantage to killing a child. Had she fought? Had these Ryuven been particularly bloodthirsty?

It wasn’t too difficult to lift the girl, and she carried the body to the pit the others were digging. They were making surprisingly good progress; the narrow hole was already knee-deep. “Here’s the first.”

The goat butted her from behind, sending her stumbling toward the grave. She caught herself and whirled to shove it away. “Shoo!”

Becknam threw a clod of dirt which struck the cream-colored flank. The goat tossed her horns and trotted away, bleating reproachfully.

“She needs milking,” Ariana said unhappily.

“These need burying.” Becknam rubbed sweat from his forehead.

A fly buzzed around the blanket, seeking the dead girl’s face. Ariana’s stomach heaved and she twisted away, fighting the burning at the back of her throat. She folded her arms tightly to her abdomen and tried to force slow breaths.

“Keep moving, keep breathing,” Becknam suggested dryly. He dropped the pick. “Here, Tam, take this. My lady, use his shovel to clear what we break out. I’ll bring the other bodies, including that fellow from the road.”

Tam traded tools, and Ariana began clearing the loosened dirt, ashamed. A Mage of the Circle would need a stronger stomach.

By the time Becknam had returned with both the man and woman, Tam was panting behind the pick. The commander motioned him out and took the pick himself. Tam stood at the edge for a moment, breathing hard, and then moved away.

“He’d better not think he’s done here,” Becknam growled.

But a moment later, Tam reappeared, dragging the dead slave. He paused a moment, panting, and then started off again.

“Wait.” Becknam straightened. “We’ll bury the slave, but don’t you dare to bring that monster.”

Tam hesitated. “But—”

“No. We’ll not take time to dig for him, too. He invaded, he died, he has no right to expect us to do for him. Let the beasts have him.”

Tam’s mouth twitched, but he said nothing. Becknam turned and tore into the earth.

Ariana didn’t know how long they worked, she and Tam taking turns while Becknam opened the ground. It became harder and harder to toss the dirt out as the hole deepened. “Can’t get too deep,” Becknam observed. “Still frost here.”

When it was her turn again, Tam disappeared. Ariana thought he had just gone to the farm’s privy, but he didn’t return. “What’s taking him so long?”

Becknam, now down to his shirt, straightened and shrugged. “He’s tired, he’s lazy, he’s gone back to peer at the dead Ryuven. I’ll help clear; this is nearly finished anyway.”

They cleared most of the loose dirt and then Ariana tried to climb out of the pit. Her trembling arms wouldn’t hold her weight, and she slid down twice. Becknam bent and extended an arm. “Come on, then.”

His arm was damp with sweat, but he pulled her steadily upward and she was able to scrabble over the edge. She dropped to the ground, breathing hard, and didn’t realize for a moment she was sitting beside the bodies.

“Where is that boy?” Becknam moved to the other side of the bodies. “Let’s get these in. Drop them straight, or they won’t all fit.”

Ariana took the feet, and they swung in the bodies one by one. Becknam handed her the pick. “Rake what you can; I’ll shovel.”

Ariana looked down at the tangled limbs. “What about end-rites?”

“Wouldn’t do much for them.” Becknam kept working. “What do the priests say of it?”

“They say the dead made their choices in life, and the rites comfort the living.”

“So, then.”

Ariana swallowed. “I’m one of the living.”

Becknam’s rhythmic motion slowed, and after a moment he straightened. He didn’t look at Ariana, but he held his right hand over the open grave, palm down, and closed his eyes. “You have fought well and done well, and your trouble here is ended. May the Holy One remember all that was sacrificed for you, and may you be welcomed into your eternal reward. May you be remembered and honored for all you have done.”

It was the shortest end-rite Ariana had heard, efficient and military, but it seemed appropriate and familiar in Becknam’s voice. She wondered how often he had recited it.

He began shoveling again, and Ariana joined him.

Finally the dirt was mounded over the crude grave, and Ariana dropped the pick in relief. “Thank the Holy One that’s done. I don’t think I could move any more dirt.”

Becknam smiled tiredly. “Not so squeamish now? That’s what happens, burns it right out of you.” He collected both tools, a soldier’s habit to be careful of his gear, and turned toward the stone house. “Where’s that boy? If he’s been hiding to shirk—”

But Tam was coming around the house now, dirt-stained and slumped with weariness. They must all look so, Ariana guessed.

“Where have you been?” demanded Becknam.

Tam’s eyes shifted. “Digging.”

Becknam scowled. “You buried the Ryuven? You left us to bury the farm folk while you wasted time on that monster?”

Tam’s jaw protruded slightly. “He was just as dead.”

“Through his own bloody actions.” Becknam blew out his breath sharply. “If you were mine and I had the strength left…. Put these away and get the packs. There’s still an hour or more of daylight.”

Ariana’s heart sank. “More climbing?”

“We could stay the night here,” he allowed, “but we’ve lost much of the day already, and we’ve had ample reminder of the urgency of our errand.”

It was hard to counter his argument. Becknam went back for his tunic as Tam headed to replace the tools. Ariana started toward the packs.

Near where they had entered was a steep embankment of eroded earth, now with a fresh mound at its base. Tam had set the Ryuven in the eroded trough and torn down the exposed dirt as cover. It wasn’t so safe a grave as that given the farmers, but it was some protection from the scavengers.

Becknam returned, fully-clothed, and shouldered his pack, the sword safely wrapped once more but convenient at the side of the pack. His eyes flicked over the makeshift grave and then to Ariana. “Let’s go.”

“Tam’s still coming.”

“It’s a clear road. He’ll catch up.”


  Chapter 2

They’d made good progress despite their weariness and the time lost to the slave boy’s digression, Shianan Becknam decided. He chose an open place and halted. “Here for tonight,” he said, sliding his pack from his shoulders.

“What I’d give for a hot bath.” Lady Ariana dropped to the ground, her face flushed, and stretched her legs before her. “Enough of climbing. I’ll be glad to be into the pass.”

“We’ll have other worries there. Supper?”

Tam was already bending over his pack. “It’s coming.”

“I’m not worried about the pass,” Ariana said.

Shianan looked at her. “Not worried about the pass? The Migrations?”

Though this pass was easier than the steeper one to the south, none but the desperate or foolhardy crossed here during the Migrations. The great beasts which had long retreated into the mountains were rarely encountered these days except by foolhardy hunters in search of hides and tusks to bring riches. But during the seasonal Migrations, the beasts used the northern pass.

Ariana shrugged. “We’ll be careful, and if we meet something I can defend against it.”

Shianan shook his head. Another gentle-born know-nothing mage, and mine to bear on this fetch-and-carry. “If I may say so, Lady Ariana, I think you’re overconfident. We must take all precautions.”

“I’m only saying it won’t be as dangerous to us as to merchants or farmers.”

“And I’m saying I saw twenty men die in this pass!”

Ariana blinked and twisted her raw fingers into the short growth under her. “Those men—those men had no mage.”

“I beg your pardon, but they did. He slowed one beast for a moment as it savaged him.”

“But surely that was not a skilled mage—not one highly trained.”

He set his jaw. “With respect, Lady Ariana, you failed your entrance to the Circle.”

Ariana twitched. For a long moment she did not speak. Finally she forced, “That is the reason I am here now. Excuse me, please.” She rose and made her way into the brush.

Shianan watched her go, unable to call her back. Heat burned his face. He had not meant to speak so harshly—but he had been a sergeant then, too young for the post, and felt keenly his responsibility to those who died. Still, there must have been a gentler way to remind her of the risk. He squeezed his fists.

It was difficult enough being a royal bastard by birth. He didn’t have to make himself one by deed as well.

Tam cleared his throat behind Shianan. “She was very disappointed to have been denied.”

Shianan ground his teeth. “I know that.”

But Tam spoke again, his tone reproachful. “You should not have—”

Shianan whirled and struck at the boy. “I know that!”

He froze, already regretting his loss of control. Tam had ducked the blow incompletely, and Shianan’s knuckles stung where they had skimmed the boy’s skull. Tam stared back at him, more startled than frightened. His expression was one of cold outrage.

That pricked Shianan more. He should not have struck the boy—should not have lost his temper, should not have insulted the mage in the first place—but he was well within his rights to rebuke an insubordinate slave. He set his jaw. “What about supper?”

“It’s ready. If there’s nothing else you need, my lord, I’ll be excused.”

Shianan watched as the boy started away, uncertain if he’d been carefully disdained. Lady Ariana, returning to the circle of firelight, stopped to speak to the boy. “Tam?”

“The supper is ready,” Tam said a little more naturally. “Is there anything else you’ll need of me?” She shook her head. “Then may I be excused for a bit?”

“Certainly.” He slipped past her into the darkness, and she came to the fire. “I wonder what that was about,” she mused, ladling food into a shallow bowl.

Shianan shrugged. Should he apologize, or let his words lie?

She didn’t give him time to decide. “We’ll be careful in the pass, your lordship.” She took a bite without looking at him. “I know I am young, both in years and in experience. Please tell me if something worries you.” She paused and turned to meet his eyes. “But I am as capable as any mage. My father said as much after my examination.”

Shianan nodded. “I did not mean to disparage your abilities.” She was not incompetent, or she would not be here with him.

She shook her head. “You said nothing inaccurate. I did fail—something I mean to rectify when we return.” She looked around them. “Tam didn’t take anything with him, did he? To eat?”

“No, he didn’t. But… I know he’s not my watch, but he could go without a meal or two if it would tighten his tongue.”

Ariana winced. “Did he say something inappropriate?”

“Not exactly—no, he didn’t.” The boy had only defended his mistress; he wouldn’t see him chastised for that. “And we’re all a bit short after today.” He avoided her eyes. “But he generally—that is, he isn’t over-courteous.”

“Tam has been with us for years,” Ariana said, a little defensive. “He’s practically family. We’ve found little fault with him.”

Shianan clenched his jaw, frustrated with himself and the conversation. “The boy likes you,” he said uncomfortably. “Not as a slave should feel toward his mistress.”

She failed to suppress her smile. “Oh, please!”

“Even boys can have ambitions.”

“Not Tam. He’s been a perfect servant. We couldn’t ask for better.”

Shianan laughed. “No one’s that good, and certainly not a boy of—what is he, twelve?”

“Older, I think, but—” she glanced over her shoulder—“he’s never really matured physically. And no, I mean it. He’s different—odd, even. He never went out with other children, even when he was small. He hardly even played with me when we were younger. Always inside with my father, always in the workroom.”

Shianan frowned. “Always locked away with your father?”

“As a famulus, an assistant.” Ariana regarded him warily, ready to be outraged. “What are you suggesting?”

“Why does your father have a slave?” He held up a hand to forestall her until he could explain. “During the arguments over the Furmelle prisoners, I ended up reading much of the debates of twenty years ago. Your father was already White Mage, and the archives show quite a lot of his opinions.”

“What of it?”

“Twenty years ago, your father was one of slavery’s most vehement opponents. He wanted stringent reforms and a contracted term of servitude rather than an indefinite condition. The details aren’t important now, but the point remains—how did such a vocal reformist come to keep a slave?”

Ariana waved a hand. “I suspect Father felt sorry for him. He brought him back from the Luenda battles. There were a lot of orphans, and it was probably easier to make him a slave in a benevolent household than to—”

“The Luenda battles?” Shianan repeated. An owl hooted from the dark trees.

She nodded. “As White Mage, my father was in the front lines.” Her voice gained a note of pride. “He drove more Ryuven back to their own world than any other—”

“Wait a moment. Lady Ariana, Luenda was fifteen years ago.”

Her brow furrowed. “But that can’t be right.”

“It is. I was young to be sent, even in that desperate need.” Shianan carefully modulated his tone. “You might be remembering some other time your father was away.”

Ariana shook her head. “No, Pairvyn ni’Ai was still fighting. It was Luenda.”

“Then why does Tam look so young?”

“I don’t know!” Ariana snapped. “I don’t know. He’s always been Tam—just Tam. I said he was underdeveloped. Would you hold that against him?”

Shianan frowned. It was possible Tam was cursed with bad blood, a heritage of poor development so he looked forever under-aged. It would be easy to underestimate such a slave.

Ariana was trying to peer about the darkness. “It’s late. Should we look for him?”

If Tam were older, his ill-conceived infatuation for Ariana might be dangerously real, and his recalcitrance a sign of greater trouble to come. “He’ll find his way back. Let’s get some sleep before the pass tomorrow.”

Was it his imagination that Lady Ariana turned away too quickly, dismissing the curious riddle too easily? Whatever Tam was, he wasn’t the cheeky but harmless boy he seemed. Shianan would keep an eye on him.


  Chapter 3

They descended toward Davan, a scrubby town dominated by the weathered citadel left from centuries past. The citadel was maintained now by the Gehrn, a faction which clung to the idea that ancient wars had been prophetic warnings of greater wars to come. Ariana had never understood exactly what else the Gehrn beliefs included, as the predominant idea seemed always to be preparation for unceasing war, and her whirlwind study prior to departure hadn’t clarified their views. They tended to cloister themselves in remote strongholds, and this was their center.

Somewhere inside the citadel rested the Shard of Elan, a relic handed down through history and owned by any number of kings and leaders and revolutionaries. Some had attributed religious significance to it, some magical, some cultural. The Gehrn had it now.

The three were noted immediately as they entered Davan; travelers were rare here during the Migrations. Becknam kept his eyes forward as he strode ahead, ignoring the curious glances they received. Ariana wanted to look around but found herself quickening her stride to keep pace. They always stare at home, she realized. He had learned to outpace rude eyes.

Becknam turned on Tam. “You,” he said, “will be absolutely silent. Do not speak. Nor will you even move. You will simply follow us and stand like a rock. Do you understand?”

Tam blinked. “I am to be still.”

“No insolence.”

“I understand,” Tam said a little petulantly.

“My lord!” Ariana protested.

Becknam seemed to catch himself, and he glanced from Tam to her and then away. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I only wanted…. Let’s go.”

The citadel had a long ramp beginning in the center of town and leading to the high gate. It was a gradual, weaving climb but narrow, designed to slow charging armies. At the top they had a chance to catch their breath while the gatekeeper sent word of their request for an audience.

They were led to an austere chamber, and shortly a man in layered blue garments entered. “I am Manceps Ande, Flamen here. You asked for me?”

Becknam bowed. “Shianan Becknam, Count of Bailaha and commander in the king’s army. This is the mage Lady Ariana Hazelrig.”

Ande bowed slightly. Very slightly. “Ah, we expected you. Please, sit.”

Tam remained by the wall. Becknam looked a little uncomfortable in the chair; he was likely used to standing. “We have come representing the council and the Great Circle.”

Ande glanced again at Ariana, assessing her plain travel clothes. “I did not realize my lady mage was of the Circle.”

Ariana’s cheeks warmed. “I am not. Not yet.”

“Hm.” Ande leaned back in his chair. “Do you know what the Shard of Elan is?”

Ariana did know. Only recently the Great Circle, studying a fragment broken away from the Shard centuries before and newly rediscovered in a dusty archive, had discerned the Shard’s actual nature. It seemed to be a piece of starry ether, a condensed chunk of the vaporous substance which made up the streaming light of the night sky.

But that was unlikely to be the answer Flamen Ande sought.

Ande looked from Becknam to Ariana. “It is the symbol of our obligation,” he said. “The Shard must be defended at all costs. It is sacred to us.”

“The Shard is not to be defended,” Ariana amended. “It is the key to defense. With the Shard we can erect a barrier against the Ryuven and end the raids.”

“The message said you would take it from here.”

“You say the site where the Shard rests must be protected,” Ariana said. “But it is not of this world. Its presence here may be a sign that it is this world which must be protected, using the gift of the Shard.”

Becknam raised an eyebrow appreciatively.

Ande frowned. “And why must the Shard leave this place?”

“Such magic will require regular maintenance,” Ariana said. “It will be far easier for the Great Circle to perpetuate the shield with the Shard within Alham.”

“We know how important the Shard is to you,” Becknam said. “But we ask it only for the greater good of the kingdom—of our world. We offer the Gehrn a chance to protect us all.”

Ande, unimpressed, eyed them coolly. “One might think that were the Shard so critical, they might have sent someone greater than a mere commander. Could not a general be found to explain the urgency? Surely if this were the answer to save the kingdom, a prince would come?”

Becknam’s wince was barely perceptible.

“And a common grey mage…. You have just explained this is the most valuable artifact in the whole of the world, and yet I see here a girl, hardly even a woman, and certainly no mage of the Great Circle.”

Ariana bristled. “His lordship and I were selected personally for this task. The Circle believes me capable of seeing the Shard safely to Alham.” She took a sharp breath. “My name, as we’ve said, is Ariana Hazelrig. My father is Ewan Hazelrig, the White Mage. That I am not yet ranked within the Circle is irrelevant—I was sent for the Shard and I—”

“The council believed,” Becknam cut in, “the Shard’s safety was paramount. We could not risk its loss to bandits or Ryuven.” He faltered.

But his interruption had given Ariana time to recover. “Exactly. While the Shard deserves the highest respect and honor, none of the personages you mention could safely travel from Alham without attracting undue attention. If it were known, for example, that the White Mage and the prince-heir had come to Davan, who would not think there must be a great treasure to draw them? And if the Ryuven were to attack this impressive procession, all might be lost.”

Becknam gave her another appreciative glance, and she recognized the telltale look of Tam suppressing a smile.

Ande frowned. “I see.” He looked between them. “Still, I have nothing but your word as to who you are.”

“As to that….” Becknam withdrew a packet. The waxed outer layers protected the heavy inner parchment with its broad, deeply-embossed closure. “The royal seal, of course. Inside you will find descriptions of my lady and myself, with attestations of our commission.”

Ande broke the thick seal and scanned the letter, his eyes flicking from the page to each of them in turn. “I see,” he conceded at last.

“I regret we are not the notable persons you mentioned,” Becknam said, “but for the safety of the Shard and the kingdom, they could not have come personally. You see, though, how closely they take an interest in your assistance.”

Ande drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “This is a weighty decision for us.” He stood, and they rose with him. “Will you wait here, so you may answer our concerns as necessary?”

“Of course,” Becknam said with a slight bow. “We await your need.”

The flamen left without glancing at Tam by the door, and Ariana sank back into a chair. She looked at Becknam. She had expected a man of the court to be more confident in his negotiations. “I thought it would be settled already.”

“It seems not.” Becknam frowned. “They want something.”


  Chapter 4

Shianan Becknam crossed his arms and sat rigid in the chair, determined not to fidget. Flamen Ande would return to find him calm and expectant. If Ande thought a barb or two would win leverage in new negotiations, he would find the opposite.

As if either of the princes could have been sent. Alasdair was only twelve, too preoccupied with royal hunts and private tutors to be sent across country. Shianan’s lip curled; he had spent his own twelfth birthday digging a fresh privy. And Soren….

The king had sired an heir and then a second son, well and good for Chrenada’s succession. But between them he had spawned a bastard. King Jerome had tried to conceal the mistake at first, sending the boy to be raised in a remote barracks, but as Shianan grew older the king had become convinced it was safer to keep him within easy watch, and he’d brought him to the capital.

Last year Shianan had been called to court, where the king had bestowed upon him a title and a bit of land. It was a concession to public, if unrecorded, knowledge. It was also, Shianan thought, a gesture from one who wished to be a truer father to his son. At least, that was what he hoped. Many days he believed it.

But Shianan had been sent to retrieve the Shard. Soren, the prince-heir, could not be risked crossing the mountains during the Migrations. Shianan could.

Lady Ariana was looking at him, and he realized he was scowling. We’re here because I’m expendable and she’s a failure.

Ariana glanced away, touching her hair. He sighed; it was hardly her fault; they were both victims of their birth. Only, she could study harder and train more and try again to enter the Circle, if she wanted, while he could never outpace his bastardy.

Enough. He rose and began to pace. Tam ducked out of his path and circled behind his abandoned chair at the table.

Lady Ariana laced her fingers and pushed back against her chair. “They’re just being selfish. The Shard isn’t exactly vital to their practice; they only acquired it themselves a dozen years ago or so.”

Becknam gave her a dubious glance. “Flamen Ande certainly seems attached to it.”

She shrugged. “He wants it because it’s unique, and because we want it. And he wants something for it.”

Becknam turned away. “Don’t I know it.”
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Ariana stared across the room and wondered for the eleventh time how long they had waited and whether she looked impatient to Becknam.

Tam had no such worries. He flopped into a chair at the table, arms folded in irritable boredom. “Why don’t we just steal the Shard?”

“Don’t think I haven’t considered it,” Becknam said. “But we don’t know anything of the citadel or where the Shard is kept. And while I could fight my way out, if necessary….”

Ariana raised her chin. “I wouldn’t slow you down.”

“King’s oats, I hope it doesn’t come to that,” Becknam muttered. “The crown couldn’t—but whatever it takes for this—magic shell….”

“Shield.” Tam’s voice was nearly hidden as he hastily dropped his chin onto his folded arms.

“Shield?”

“It will be a shield, technically speaking,” Ariana supplied before Becknam could respond to Tam’s correction. “That is, magic to physically repel, in this case to repel a Ryuven. More specifically, the organs of a Ryuven—heart, lungs, liver….”

“Just the organs?”

Ariana wrinkled her nose. “I wasn’t too fond of the picture, either. But it’s war, they say.”

“So it is.” Becknam gave Tam a disapproving look.

Ariana quickly continued, “A shield blocks physical intrusion, like a sword cut. A well absorbs a magical attack.”

He raised a skeptical eyebrow. “A cistern, defeating magic.”

She laughed. “An inversion well, I meant. The offensive energy is dissipated through the caster—much like a rod takes lightning, if that helps. Stand close to the mage; it’s safer to throw a well over someone nearby.”

“Not easier, but safer, you say.”

She nodded. “That’s what I was trying to explain the other day, at the—farm. The dissipation efficiency decreases with distance. And since the residual energy reaches the caster….”

He frowned thoughtfully, and then he shrugged and offered a half-smile. “I always thought mages did not protect ordinary soldiers because they were too busy protecting mages.”

“No! No, it’s not—it’s not like that at all. Trying to cast an inversion well over so many people would—the mages would die. And soldiers are in less danger from magical attack, anyway.”

Becknam’s expression closed again. “My men are in very real danger on the battlefield, my lady.”

Tam drummed his heels against the legs of his chair and stared at the table.

Ariana nodded. “I didn’t mean they weren’t. It’s… Those without mage-skill are less susceptible to magic. A magical bolt that would kill a mage might only wound a soldier.” She leaned forward. “So a mage might die to spare a soldier a clout on the head. Do you see?”

“I know the mages are more susceptible to magic. I meant the soldiers are not un-susceptible.” He scowled. “All we’re told is that the greater mages are there to fight and the lesser mages are there to protect the greater mages.”

She shook her head. “The Ryuven have the same trouble; they are strong in magic but physically weak. So soldiers can fight them with material weapons, while the mages blunt their magic.”

Now Becknam grinned. “Thank you, my lady, for your lesson in battlefield tactics. I’ll remember that the next time I take soldiers out to fight.”

“I didn’t….” Ariana flushed hot.

“It’s all right. And now I know the difference between a shield and a—a well….”

“An inversion well. The well is like a heat-sink or a lightning rod, and ‘inversion’ refers to the elemental draw and dissipation of the primary energy while secondary reactive energy is routed—”

“Stop! No more. Not unless you’re willing to sit through a return lecture on the anatomical mechanics of a throat strike.” He smiled at Ariana’s disgust. “I beg your pardon, my lady, but you mages are the ones separating out organs from their torsos.”

“I suppose. Tam, sit properly.” The boy had curled into his chair, his knees drawn to his chin. At her gentle reproof, he slid reluctantly upright.

He does age, she thought, watching him unfold. Every year, he was a quarter-inch taller, a bit lankier, a bit older. He does age. Just—not as quickly as he should. Was it an illness? An effect of bad breeding? She’d heard ailments and disfigurements could appear in remote villages where the blood pooled….

The door opened to a young man with a tray. The iron bands on his wrists had larger rings than Tam’s slim cuffs. “The high priest thanks you for your patience,” he said softly, “and offers you this meal.”

He set only two places. Ariana threw a quick glance at Tam, whose face fell a little. He pushed himself from the table and went to stand against the wall.

Becknam returned and sat, looking over the table—bread and a tumble of root vegetables with bits of roast pork, all in gravy. The Gehrn’s slave poured watered wine for each of them, and then he retreated two steps from the table and knelt.

Ariana kept her eyes on the table. She and her father rarely ate with full service, and she had never seen a slave kneel while serving; this must be local custom, or something of the Gehrn.

Becknam was already eating appreciatively. Ariana followed his example, finding the meal delicious. She glanced at Tam. If they were dining with Flamen Ande there would be nothing she could do, but Ande couldn’t be offended by what he didn’t know. She laid pork over bread and held it out. “Here.”

Tam accepted it silently, and Ariana saw the Gehrn’s slave watching before averting his eyes again. He had thick black hair which hung to his shoulders. It would need to be cut or bound soon. He was not handsome but had strong features, a good face for a servitor. She could glimpse something occasionally beneath the black hair, but she couldn’t get a clear view.

She finished her wine, and the slave rose to pour. As he replaced the pitcher Becknam’s hand moved to catch his shoulder. The slave froze, and Becknam reached for his neck and rolled the chain there in his fingers. “You were one of the Furmelle prisoners.”

“Yes, my lord,” came the quiet, uneasy answer.

Ariana leaned forward to look. A chain of about a finger’s thickness lay across the back of the slave’s neck, ending in two rings. Through those rings was another linking chain which slid freely and ended in larger rings. The design was clear enough; tension on either or both large rings would tighten the chain about the neck. “That’s from Furmelle?”

“Those who fought in the revolt were executed or returned to slavery. Captives were fitted with this collar during transport. It helped to pacify those who thought it dangerous to leave the rebels alive.” He picked up his wine. “It was my understanding most had the collars cut off by their masters or when they were sold. Obviously a few kept theirs, though.” He frowned. “Bend lower.”

The slave obeyed stiffly, and Ariana watched as Becknam shifted the chain to reveal a blotched purple trail around the throat. “You’ve been giving them trouble?”

The slave licked his lips. “I try to give good service, my lord.”

Becknam waved him away, and he backed his two steps. Becknam focused on his plate and did not meet Ariana’s gaze.

When at last they finished, the slave rose to gather the empty dishes before bowing over the tray and exiting.

Ariana leaned over the table and looked directly at Becknam. “That was bruising from the collar? They choke him?”

“That is one possibility,” he admitted. “Or it could have been restraint when needed. Or it might have simply caught on something. We don’t know.”

Ariana set her jaw. “Those collars—”

“Were used only on those who had fought us, and were mostly removed.”

“This one should have been. Even if that bruising were accidental, it shouldn’t be allowed to happen. And if they are using it—”

“It is no different than a quick cut of the switch,” Becknam broke in again. “Perhaps even preferable, who knows? You must remember, my lady, not all slaves are treated so well as your own. Tam is quite pampered by most standards.”

“I know that! But there may be a difference between what I know to be true and what I know should be true.” She stopped, angry at both the slave’s treatment and her inability to express herself.

Becknam softened. “I am sorry, Lady Ariana. But you must remember, I saw these same slaves trying very hard to kill my soldiers. Many of them succeeded. The collars, though not my idea, seemed a better alternative than allowing them to try again.”

“Force begets force.”

“What?”

“It is a precept of magic. Force begets more force, usually a resisting force.”

“The force began with their rebellion.” He gestured to the room and the citadel about them. “The Gehrn are a militaristic cult; they respect force. That slave fought us once. Would you have him executed, or collared?”

What he said made some sense, and yet…. Ariana crossed her arms. Any apprentice mage knew it was difficult and wearying to counter force directly. Channeling power was far more efficient than resisting it. Any novice knew that.

And yet that was how she had failed her examination for the Circle.

The door to their stark room opened and Flamen Ande entered. “I trust you have not been too inconvenienced?”

“The meal was wonderful,” Ariana said. “Thank you.”

“And the service?”

“Very good,” Becknam answered.

“I am pleased.” He seated himself at the table. “Now, to the matter at hand. If we were to allow its use—and I ask only in hypothesis—would the Shard be kept intact?”

Ariana’s heart quickened. “Yes, it will not be harmed. We will only use the quality of the ether to resonate a refractive energy—”

Ande lifted a hand. “Your rituals are of a different variety than our own, my lady; your explanation will mean little to me. I am satisfied to know there will be no harm to our Shard.” He folded his hands. “Alham is a fine city, well-protected by sea and rock. Your lordship no doubt recognizes its many advantages. We have often admired it as we’ve thought of expanding our ring of preparation to the west.”

Becknam’s throat worked. “We will of course welcome your visits to the city.”

Ande’s mouth thinned. “I have always thought I should like to visit Alham one day.” He sighed and turned back toward the door. “I should return to the elders; a few are much disgruntled with the very question and have threatened to leave the table altogether.”

Ariana’s stomach lurched. They were losing the Shard.

“Wait,” she burst. “Flamen Ande… If you can’t help us, then let us help you.” She threw a quick, pleading glance toward Becknam. “My lord, couldn’t we find a place in Alham? A building somewhere, to be a hold for the Gehrn?”

A muscle twitched in Becknam’s face.

Ande smiled on her. “Thank you, my lady, it’s very kind of you to think of it. It is most unfortunate that we cannot presently lend our strength for the coming wars of prophecy to fair Alham. As a soldier of some experience, commander, you must know one cannot hold ground without an entrenched defense. We of course would prefer to be of every use, were it possible.”

“I see,” answered Becknam flatly.

“It is most unfortunate you cannot send to ask the council. The Migrations make things so difficult. Perhaps in the next few days you might think over the city for a suitable place for us, some disused gatehouse or other facility? And we shall discuss our Shard.”

“A few days?” Ariana repeated.

Becknam pushed a hand through his hair and exhaled.

“It will be so distressing to be parted from the Shard, even with your promises…. A noble cause, but you understand we sacrifice a great deal if our Shard goes over the mountains.”

Becknam swallowed visibly. “I have a small townhouse in Alham. It is hardly your usual stronghold, but it is a worthwhile property, and furnished after a fashion. I will sign it to the Gehrn, to be your seat in Alham so long as the crown and council hold the Shard.”

Ariana turned in surprise.

“You are most understanding.” Ande smiled agreeably. “Your own house? I thank you, commander and Count of Bailaha. And as we will be so near, we would be pleased to share the Shard of Elan with others in need. We have agreed your interpretation of our sacred duty may be valid—if the Shard will protect a greater part of our world, that is what we must allow it to do.”

“Oh, thank you!” Ariana breathed.

“But,” he continued, “we still have incumbent duties. To that end, I or another priest must perform our annual high rites.”

“We welcome your assistance,” Becknam told him. “The council will be happy to accommodate your obligations.”

“Thank you.” Ande sat back in his chair. “I understand the Circle is probably quite anxious, or they would not have sent you during the Migrations.”

Anxious enough, Ariana realized, that Ande had anticipated he could extort a townhouse from Commander Becknam. And she had aided him with her too-eager words.

Ande was still speaking. “I trust you have some assurance the Shard will travel safely across the mountains?”

Ariana’s throat closed at this fresh aspersion, but Becknam answered readily, “We chose our route most carefully and, being a small party, were able to avoid most dangers.”

“You will take with you copies of our rituals. Now, excuse me. It will take some time to prepare the Shard appropriately; please be patient once more.” He left the room.

Becknam raked his fingers through his hair and cursed. Ariana looked at his back. “Isn’t it finished, now?” She paused. “That was a great thing, giving up your townhouse.”

“Heh. I’ve barely been in the place, and I’ve never stayed a night; it’s no loss to me. But the signing of it… King’s oats, what have I done?”

Ariana frowned, not understanding.

They were each occupied in private thoughts when the black-haired slave entered again. Ariana’s curiosity was piqued. “Surely the citadel does not receive enough visitors to require a dedicated servitor. What are your other duties?”

He poured wine. “I serve the high priest, my lady.”

“I didn’t think the Gehrn kept personal servants,” Becknam said.

“Only the high priest, my lord.” The slave retreated two steps and knelt.

Ariana frowned uncomfortably and turned to Becknam, who gave a slight shrug. Then he looked at the paper and ink the slave had set before him, and with a grimace he began to write.

The door opened again and Flamen Ande swept past the slave scrambling to his feet. “The Shard has been prepared with proper ceremony,” he said, taking a chair, “and copies are being gathered of our most important rites.” Ande paused and looked at Tam, who had risen to stand against the wall.

Shianan Becknam rose and stepped between them. “We are most grateful for your help. Please share a drink with us, in token of our new cooperation—the Gehrn and the council.” He gestured the priest toward the table.

“I will,” said the flamen. “Luca, bring another cup.”

The slave returned and began to pour. The first drip was accidental, but in his haste to recover he jostled the cup, spilling wine across the table.

“Clumsy dog!” Ande seized the document with one hand and with the other snatched the chain at the shrinking Luca’s throat and jerked savagely. The slave was forced nearly to his knees before Ande shoved him away. The cup and the pitcher rolled in a dark puddle on the floor.

Becknam started forward and froze, his jaw clenched. Ariana stared and could not move.

“Clean this mess,” Ande snapped, “and bring more wine.”

Luca’s hand was on his throat and his mouth worked once or twice without sound. “Yes, master,” he finally croaked, and he fled through the door.

Tam was staring. “I will clean—”

“Be still, Tam.” Becknam’s fingers had closed on Ariana’s wrist, silencing her unspoken protest and stilling the furious tremor of her arm.

Ande began to speak, more calmly. “I will come for our annual rite in the summer.” He lifted the paper still in his hand. “Is this our surety? May I read it?”

Luca returned more slowly, carrying a fresh pitcher of wine and a pile of towels. Without speaking Tam left the wall to help sponge up the spill.

Ariana tore her eyes from them as a tap came at the door. “Flamen, everything is prepared.”

Ariana had seen the broken bit upon which the Circle had experimented, but the actual Shard was far more striking—a jagged chunk of dark crystalline stone, about the length of Becknam’s forearm and twice as wide. The high priest touched it reverently and then drew up the quilted bag in which it sat. “I trust you will be careful of it.”

“We shall take every precaution,” Ariana assured him. “It is as precious to us as to you.” She took the rolled parchments offered, copies of the Gehrn rites.

Becknam lifted the padded Shard, his face betraying surprise at its weight. He clutched it close to his chest and bowed to the high priest. “On behalf of the King’s Council, I thank you.”

Ande smiled. “And I thank you. I will come in two months’ time.”


  Chapter 5

The journey back into the mountains was less fascinating this time, with the steep climb unmitigated by novelty. Becknam was stern and unsmiling, but he and Tam seemed to have declared an unspoken truce, which relieved Ariana; mediating between them was too wearying while climbing and worrying over the Migrations. In the center of the pass they were threatened briefly by a leucrocuta, but it was young and solitary and quickly deterred by Ariana’s repeated light stinging blasts. Unharmed—they were tough creatures, like toothy oversized pig-dogs—it snorted and retreated into the trees and rocks.

Ariana watched it disappear, feeling pleased, and turned to see Becknam with his sword too tight in his hands. He took a deliberate breath, perhaps his first in a while, and forced an embarrassed smile. “They were leucrocutas which killed my men here before.”

“The twenty?”

He nodded, sheathing the sword. “They were not truly my men; I was only a sergeant. But I was responsible for them.”

Ariana wasn’t sure how to respond. “It’s gone, now. We should move on.”

Becknam started forward without speaking. Behind him Tam watched for a few steps and then started after him.

That night Tam worked quietly and efficiently, likely sensing the commander’s frayed temper. Becknam carried the most weight as they traveled, the Shard as well as gear, and he did not share the load.

Despite her fatigue, Ariana did not fall asleep. Her restless mind wandered over the Gehrn fortress, the high priest, the gasping slave, her stifled protest. Force begets force. And then, for perhaps the hundredth time, her examination replayed in her mind.

She knew them, of course, the mages who would test her for the entrance rank of Black Mage, but the examination’s formality kept her from greeting them as she might another day. Her father, highest in the Circle, would arbitrate. The five others faced her in a semi-circle and, upon his signal, brought their hands into position.

She deflected the first attack easily; it was a simple bolt. The next came hard on its heels and was not much more difficult. The third was a favorite of hers, and she not only blocked it but reversed it upon its caster. There was no damage, of course; these mages were not of a level to be harmed so easily.

The fourth and fifth came together, catching her off-guard. Still she was able to respond competently. She looked at them all then and smiled, confident she had passed. She had already submitted an impressive paper on the proper use of energies for maximum conservation; there seemed to be nothing left. She turned away from the five to look at her father. “Is—”

Power shifted without warning, and Ariana spun back to see all five mages casting together. For one eternal second she watched them, stunned, and at the last possible instant she reacted, flinging up a desperate shield in the palms of her outstretched hands. The invisible
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