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The seal arrived before breakfast.

Not a messenger this time, not a rider in blue and gray with a horse lathered from the road, just a boy, perhaps twelve, in a plain wool tunic, who knocked three times on their door and was gone before Arden had properly woken. The parchment sat on the threshold as if it had always been there: small, unremarkable, sealed with dark wax pressed into the shape of a falcon mid-stoop, wings folded, talons forward.

He stood in the doorway in his stockings and read his name written on the outside in the careful, unhurried hand of a professional scribe.

Arden. Late of Aelefort.

Late of. The phrasing was deliberate. He'd had years to grow accustomed to the diminishment, and still it landed like a thumb pressed to a bruise.

He brought it inside and set it on the table. Then he put the kettle over the fire, changed his shirt, and sat down to stare at it for a moment before breaking the seal.

The wax cracked cleanly. The parchment was cream-colored, high quality, the kind the council used for formal correspondence rather than the rougher stuff they sent to garrisons and supply masters. Arden smoothed it open and read.

By order of the High Council of Aelefort, and in accordance with the decree of general pardon issued by His Majesty's authority, the soldier hereafter designated Arden is summoned to attend a formal audience in the council chamber at the third bell following midday, this same day. Attendance is not elective. Failure to appear will be recorded and will void the terms of the pardon previously extended. Come as you are. Come alone.

Come as you are. The last instruction was peculiar enough to hold his attention. Not come in proper dress or come bearing your credentials. Not the formal language of a restoration of rank. Come as you are, as if they wanted to take measure of what he'd become before deciding what to do with it.

He read it twice more, then folded it along its original crease and placed it back on the table.

Meara came out of the small room where Liera was still sleeping. She'd tied her hair up already, had her sleeves rolled past the elbow, the way she always looked in the mornings before the day had a chance to complicate itself. She glanced at the parchment without touching it.

"Today," she said. Not a question.

"Third bell after midday."

She moved to the window and looked down at the courtyard below. Their lodgings in the officers' wing were better than they'd expected, which Arden had not yet decided whether to find reassuring or suspicious. The room was austere, military-issued, smelling of lamp oil and old stone, but it was warm and dry and the pallet in the side room was large enough for Liera to sprawl across without her feet dangling. He'd taken this as a modest kindness from whoever had arranged it. He was trying not to read too much into kindnesses.

"Come alone," she said, reading the letter without picking it up. She had a way of absorbing information from across a room that he'd long since stopped questioning.

"That's what it says."

She turned from the window. Her face was composed, which told him everything; Meara's face was only truly composed when she was working to keep it that way.

"I don't like it," she said.

"I know."

"What does it mean, come alone? Why would they care whether I was in the room?"

"Witnesses change conversations." He pushed back from the table and began lacing his boots, more for something to do with his hands than from any need for footwear. "Without a witness, whatever is said becomes a matter of one man's word against the council's. They'd rather not have to manage what you might hear or what you might tell afterward."

Meara studied him. "That's not reassuring."

"No."

"Then stop explaining it like it is." She crossed the room and pulled out the chair across from him, settling into it the way she sometimes did when she'd decided they were going to talk properly whether or not he felt like it. Her hands were still on the table, her fingers neither folded nor fidgeting, just resting. That stillness had taken him years to learn to read. It meant she was afraid and had decided not to show him.

He set down his boot. "Meara."

"I knew this was coming," she said quietly. "I've known since we crossed the border bridge. Since the gates. Since the moment I saw Coren's name on that first letter and watched the blood leave your face." She paused. "I'm not surprised. I'm not even angry right now. I'm just, I need to know what you're walking into."

"So do I."

"Then don't say third bell, come alone like it's a routine appointment. Tell me what you think it actually is."

He looked at the parchment on the table. The falcon seal, pressed hard enough that you could see the individual feathers scored into the wax. He knew that seal. Had spent twenty years under it, had carried it on his own correspondence, had once in another lifetime held the stamp himself and pressed it into red wax without a second thought.

"It's a formal summons," he said carefully. "Which means they're doing this with procedure. They want records. They want it to look like process, like law, like they're following the terms of the pardon rather than simply leveraging me."

"And is that better or worse?"

"Better, I think. Men who intend to act without recourse don't bother with procedure first. They just act." He picked up the parchment again, turned it in his hands. "Coren is careful. Whatever he wants from me, he wants it done properly. Witnesses, records, documentation. He's building something, and he wants the foundation to be clean."

Meara was quiet for a moment. Through the wall, they could hear Liera beginning to stir, a small sound, a rustle of blankets, the soft thump of bare feet finding the floor.

"And if you refuse?"

He set the letter down. "The pardon is void. I go back to being an exile. Except now I'm an exile who failed to appear when summoned, which is a different charge than whatever they condemned me for before." He didn't say the rest, that an exile who failed to answer a direct summons, who was already inside the city walls, could very quickly become something other than an exile.

Meara knew this. She didn't need him to say it.

"All right." She stood, smoothing her skirt with both hands, that brisk movement that meant she'd finished processing and was moving forward. "Then go. And come back and tell me everything."

"I will."

"Not the edited version. Not the version where you leave out the parts you think will frighten me."

"Meara,"

"Everything," she said again, quiet but absolute, and turned toward the side room where Liera was calling her name.

He had time before the third bell. He used it badly.

First he walked the courtyard, which was filling with the mid-morning noise of a military installation that had never quite settled into peacetime rhythms: the ringing of a smith's hammer from somewhere near the west wall, a lieutenant dressing down a soldier over improperly stored grain, two grooms arguing about harness leather with the bone-deep boredom of men who had argued about harness leather many times before and expected to argue about it many times more. The sounds were familiar in the way that muscle memory was familiar, not warm, not comforting, but embedded.

He watched a company of soldiers drill in the far end of the yard, perhaps forty men running formations under the eye of a sergeant who moved among them like water, correcting their lines with a touch on the shoulder here, a quietly spoken word there. They were competent, Arden could see that from this distance. Competent and young, and moving with the precision of men who had trained extensively but had not yet been tested in anything that mattered.

He found himself looking at their hands, as he always had. The old habit: you could read a soldier's history in his hands. These men had sword calluses but nothing else, no rope-burns from river crossings, no cold-cracked knuckles from sleeping in the open through a hard winter, no old scars from mistakes made at speed in bad light. They'd trained. They hadn't fought.

He turned away before anyone noticed him watching.

The chapel was quieter. Arden was not a particularly devout man, he prayed the way most soldiers prayed, which was to say inconsistently, mainly under pressure, and with a degree of bargaining that he suspected the gods found either charming or irritating depending on their temperament. But the chapel was old and cool and empty at this hour, and he needed somewhere to think.

He sat on a bench near the back, away from the altar and its arrangement of small offerings. The stone floor was worn smooth where generations of boots had crossed it. The ceiling was low, the windows narrow, and whatever light managed to enter arrived diffuse and soft, without direction. Someone had left flowers on the altar ledge: dried, past their best, but arranged with care.

He sat with his hands on his knees and thought about Coren.

In the years of exile, he'd constructed a version of Coren that served the years of exile. The face that had looked down from beside the high dais, not on the dais, Coren had never been quite that, with an expression he'd read as satisfaction. He'd needed that satisfaction to be real. He'd needed Coren to be the kind of man who took pleasure in another man's ruin, because that kind of man was comprehensible. That kind of man had a motive that fit cleanly into a story. You could understand being destroyed by deliberate malice. It had a logic to it.

What he was less certain of now, sitting in this old chapel in the gray light, was whether Coren's expression had been satisfaction at all. Whether it had been something else. Whether the man who had once called him one of the best I've had had stood beside that dais with something more complicated on his face, regret, perhaps, or the particular blankness of a man who has concluded that certain sacrifices are necessary and has decided not to feel the weight of them.

He didn't know. He'd never known. He'd only ever had the view from the floor.

A door opened somewhere in the chapel and a priest entered, an older man with the shuffling walk of bad knees, carrying a small clay lamp. He saw Arden and gave a nod of the head that managed to convey both acknowledgment and a complete lack of surprise. Apparently exiled soldiers sitting alone in chapels before council meetings were not outside his experience.

Arden nodded back. He didn't leave. The priest went about his business at the altar, trimming the lamp, replacing the dying flowers with slightly fresher ones, murmuring something low and continuous that might have been prayer or might have been an inventory of what still needed doing before the midday service. Neither of them disturbed the other.

After a while, Arden left. The bell hadn't yet rung, but he needed to find out where the council chamber was, and he needed to find out without looking as though he was uncertain, soldiers who presented themselves at a council summoning while visibly confused about their destination did not make good impressions.

He asked a young clerk in the corridor, a girl of perhaps sixteen who looked at him with transparent curiosity and told him with remarkable precision: three floors up, second turning left at the top of the stairs, the door with the iron ring rather than the wooden handle, sir. He thanked her. She flushed and looked away.

He found it. He stood in the corridor outside and waited.

The bell was rung from the central tower, a deep sound that moved through stone and bone alike. He counted three strikes after midday, let the echo fade completely, then raised his hand and knocked.

The room was not what he'd expected.

He'd imagined, or rather his body had remembered, since imagination and memory were nearly the same thing after enough years, the old council chamber where he'd last stood before a formal body. That room had been wider, grander, built to intimidate: a long table of polished oak, high-backed chairs, the kind of lamplight that fell from above and left those seated in official positions in relative brightness while everyone else stood in comparative shadow.

This room was smaller. The ceiling was lower. The table was oak but plain, unpolished, and one of its legs had been repaired at some point with a visible iron brace. There were six chairs but only three were occupied, which left the room feeling less like a formal tribunal and more like a working meeting that had been hastily dressed up for the occasion.

Coren sat at the center.

Arden had prepared himself for this. He'd been preparing for it since the river, since the bridge, since the moment he'd read the name on the letter in Oakenton in the cold gray morning with Meara's breath at his neck. He'd rehearsed the moment of seeing Coren's face again, had told himself that it would not move him, that he had grown past the point of being moved by it.

He hadn't entirely.

The man was older, obviously, inevitably, but still somehow startling in the specifics. The lines around his eyes had deepened. His hair, which Arden remembered as iron-gray, was now white, cut close to the skull. His hands, resting on the table before him, showed the darkened knuckles of age, the slight curl of fingers that had gripped hilts and pen handles for decades. He sat straight, still, with the economy of movement of a man who had long since stopped wasting effort on appearances.

He looked up when Arden entered, and the expression on his face was unreadable. Not satisfaction. Not hostility. Something watchful, calibrated, reserved.

"Close the door," Coren said.

The other two men at the table were unknown to Arden: one was younger than Coren by perhaps twenty years, with a precise beard and the look of someone who had risen by administrative rather than military means; the other was older, perhaps sixty, wearing the dark surcoat of the council's civil authority. Neither introduced themselves. Neither seemed surprised by this.

Arden closed the door. He stood.

There was no chair offered. He noted this without surprise. An offered chair would have implied a degree of equality in the exchange, and Coren was too careful a man to offer anything without meaning it.

"You came," Coren said.

"The summons was clear."

"Many men receive clear summons and find reasons to misunderstand them."

"I'm not one of them."

Coren regarded him. The watchfulness in his face didn't shift, but something in it deepened slightly, a narrowing of attention, the way a man looks at a thing he is trying to accurately assess before committing to a judgment.

"You look well," Coren said, in a tone that wasn't quite a compliment and wasn't quite a question.

"Ten years of farm work suits a man," Arden said.

The younger administrator made a small sound. Not quite a laugh, but adjacent to one. The older man in the dark surcoat didn't move.

Coren's expression didn't change. "And the woman who arrived with you. Your wife."

"Yes."

"A farmer's wife."

"A farmer's wife."

"And the child. A daughter."

"Yes."

He could feel the pressure of these questions, the careful cataloguing, the establishment of what he had and where it was. Coren had always thought in terms of leverage, not as cruelty but as practical clarity. He believed in understanding what a man had before discussing what might be required of him.

Arden understood this. He had understood it for ten years. It did not make standing in this room any easier.

Coren picked up a parchment from the table and held it without looking at it, as if its contents were already fully known to him.

"The pardon was general," he said. "Extended to all exiles of the previous council's determinations. You understand this."

"I understood it from the announcement."

"It was not extended as a personal favor. It was extended as a practical measure." He set the parchment down. "The kingdom is not in a position to be particular about whose competence it can call upon."

There it was. Arden kept his face still.

"The western provinces have been in open rebellion for two seasons," Coren continued. "I don't expect this is news to you. Information reaches even farming villages eventually." A slight emphasis on eventually, the only sharpness he'd permitted himself. "The conventional response has not produced the desired results. The commanders currently assigned to the campaign are not without ability. They are, however, without experience of the kind the terrain and the nature of this specific conflict require."

"And you believe I have that experience."

"I believe you had it. Whether ten years of not using it has diminished it is a question I cannot answer from this room." He looked at Arden directly, and there was nothing soft in it, nothing apologetic. "That is partly why you are here."

Arden said nothing.

"The pardon is conditional," Coren said. "You knew this from the decree. The conditions are not onerous, in my view, though you may feel differently. Military service. A single campaign. You accept a command, you lead it as ordered, and at its conclusion your name is fully restored in the records. Your family is settled, provided for, and protected under crown guarantee for the duration."

Protected under crown guarantee. The phrasing was careful. It was also, Arden thought, the most important thing said in this room so far, not because it was reassuring, but because it told him exactly what kind of answer Coren expected, and exactly where the weight of the decision was being placed.

He thought of Meara at the window, her hands still, her face composed. He thought of Liera in the side room, bare feet on stone, calling out a morning greeting to no one in particular.

"What command," Arden said.

Coren looked at him for a moment that stretched a beat longer than necessary. "The third column. Western frontier."

The younger administrator shifted in his seat. The older man watched Arden's face.

Arden did not let himself react. The third column was the worst of it, he knew this even without having seen a current report, knew it the way you knew the shape of bad news when it moved through a room. The western frontier had eaten two commanders already; he'd heard as much on the road, from travelers who didn't know his name. The kind of campaign where orders from the capital arrived two weeks behind the situation they were meant to address.

"I'll need to review the current reports," Arden said.

Coren's expression shifted, barely perceptibly, into something that might have been recognition. Not approval, exactly. More the look of a man who had said a thing expecting a particular response and received a different one.

"That can be arranged," he said.

"I'll need to speak with my wife."

"That was expected."

"And I want the crown guarantee in writing, signed and sealed, before I give any answer."

A silence. The younger administrator looked at Coren. The older man in the dark surcoat remained still as furniture.

Coren held Arden's gaze for a moment, then nodded, a single measured movement. "By this evening."

Arden turned toward the door.

"Arden."

He stopped. He didn't turn.

"I made choices," Coren said, "that I believed necessary at the time. I will not pretend otherwise, and I will not offer you a conversation about it unless you want one." A brief pause. "But I did not send for you to punish you. I sent for you because I need men who know what they're doing. If that matters to you."

Arden stood with his hand on the door. The iron ring was cold, worn smooth from years of use.

"I'll give you my answer this evening," he said, and left.

The corridor was empty. He walked it slowly, his boots quiet on the stone.

He did not feel relieved. He did not feel clarified. He felt the way he'd learned to feel at the end of conversations that required everything you had: emptied out, precise, as though he'd used all his attention and was now running on the residue of it.

The report he'd asked for. That had been important. Not asking for time to consider, which would have looked like hesitation; not refusing outright, which would have been pointless given that he'd walked through the door at all. But asking for information first, that was the response of a soldier, not a supplicant. It was the only way he knew to hold onto something of himself in that room.

He found the stairs and took them down slowly. Through a narrow window he could see the courtyard: the young soldiers still drilling, the sergeant moving among them, the afternoon light beginning its early winter retreat. The flags on the towers moved in a wind he couldn't feel from here.

He stood there for a moment, his hand on the stone, and tried to locate in himself whatever it was he'd expected to feel upon seeing Coren's face again. The anger he'd carried for a decade. The old wound. Ten years of exile reduced to a conversation in a plain room, a table with a mended leg, a man who'd grown old and hadn't apologized and hadn't needed to, because this was not that kind of meeting.

What he felt instead was something he hadn't anticipated: an exhausted clarity. As if the long weight of imagining this moment had been heavier than the moment itself.

He thought of what he'd said. I'll need to speak with my wife.

He thought of what Coren had said, and had not said, and had allowed to sit between them.

He thought of Meara at the window this morning, her hands still, her face composed, watching the preparations in the courtyard below with the expression of someone who already understood what was coming but had not yet found the words to say so.

He'd promised her everything. Not the edited version.

He pushed off from the wall and went to find her.

She was reading when he came back, or rather she had a book open in her lap and had not turned a page in some time, which was a different thing. Liera was at the table, working at something with a piece of chalk and a flat stone, her tongue caught between her teeth with concentration.

"Papa." Liera looked up. "There's a man who feeds the horses and he says if I want I can come and watch him at it. Can I?"

"Not today."

She accepted this without complaint, turning back to whatever she'd been drawing. The chalk made a soft scraping sound against the stone.

Meara set the book aside.

He sat across from her and told her everything. The room, the door with the iron ring, the three men at the table and the empty chairs. Coren's face, the way he'd aged, the particular quality of the silence between them. The third column and the western frontier and the crown guarantee he'd asked to have in writing. The words come as you are. The words I did not send for you to punish you.

Meara listened without interrupting. She was watching his face the way she always did when she was listening closely, not at his eyes but slightly lower, at his jaw and mouth, where she'd told him once the truth showed itself before he'd decided whether to say it.

When he finished, she said nothing for a long moment.

"He means it," she said finally. "About needing you."

"Yes."

"That doesn't mean he can be trusted."

"No."

She turned to look at Liera, who had produced something on the stone that might have been a horse or might have been a very ambitious tree. The afternoon light had shifted while they'd been talking, softer now, the courtyard outside beginning to fill with lengthening shadow.

"If you don't take it," Meara said slowly, working through it aloud the way she always did when she'd decided they were going to solve something together, "the pardon is void. We go back to being exiles. Except now we're exiles who've been inside the city and refused a direct military request, which is worse."

"Yes."

"And if you do take it."

He said nothing.

"You go to the western frontier." She paused. "The third column."

"The third column."

She absorbed this. Her hands, which had been still in her lap, turned palm up briefly, a small gesture he recognized, something she did when confronting a thing she didn't like but intended to accept.

"The guarantee," she said. "If they give it to you in writing. What does it actually mean for Liera and me?"

"It means no one can touch you while I'm gone. It means you have provision, lodging, protection, under the formal authority of the crown, which is worth something even now. It means if anything happens to me," He stopped.

"If anything happens to you," Meara said, completing it without flinching, "we're not simply turned out."

"Yes."

Liera looked up from her drawing. She'd been listening with the particular alert stillness of a child who knows adults are discussing something important and has decided to be very quiet about it.

"Are we staying here?" she asked.

Both of them looked at her.

"In this room?" she continued. "Because I like it here. The man with the horses is very nice and there's an echo in the corridor that goes ha when you shout."

Meara's expression shifted, very briefly, into something that was almost a smile. "We're staying," she said.

Liera returned to her horse, or tree, or whatever it was.

Arden looked at Meara. She was watching their daughter, the small serious face bent over its work, the chalk held in a grip that was still entirely wrong no matter how many times he'd tried to correct it.

"Tonight," he said quietly.

She nodded. "Tonight," she agreed.

The chalk scraped softly against stone. Outside the window, across the courtyard, a flag moved in the last of the afternoon wind, a long slow motion like something breathing.

Arden sat with his hands loose on his knees and waited for evening.

The doors opened before the guards could knock.

A clerk, a narrow, hurrying man in dusty black who smelled of tallow and ink, pulled them apart from the inside and then stepped aside without looking at Arden directly, as though eye contact might make him responsible for whatever happened next. The taller guard, the one who'd knocked once and waited with the formal precision of a man performing a ritual he didn't fully understand, stepped back from the threshold and gestured inward.

Arden entered alone.

The council chamber of Aelefort lay beneath a long arch of ironwood beams, black with age and smoke, carved along their lengths with emblems that no one still living could name with certainty, the symbols of kingdoms absorbed or forgotten, loyalties ground down over centuries into mere decoration. He had seen the room once before, ten years ago, and the memory had compressed and distorted over time the way memories do, so that in his mind it had become something larger and darker and more absolute than the reality now presented to him.

The reality was diminished.

Half the banners that should have hung from the ceiling's iron rings were gone, their absence marked only by the hooks still jutting from the beams. Of those that remained, most had faded past recognition, silk gone to gray, thread gone to dust, the names of provinces he might once have been able to read now lost under years of accumulated smoke. Some of the empty hooks had bent slightly downward under their own weight, as if gradually accepting the loss.

Torches burned along the walls, too few of them, set in brackets at irregular intervals so that the light pooled and stuttered, leaving whole stretches of wall in darkness. The effect made the room feel unwell, feverish, every face at the great table caught a half-second of warm light and then slipped back into shadow as the flames trembled.

There were twelve of them at the table. He counted without appearing to count, the habit of a man who'd spent years needing to know exactly how many people were in a room and where they were positioned. Twelve men in the clothing of authority, silk and fur and armor, expensive fabrics, dyes that cost more than most Oakenton farmers earned in a season. Their voices filled the chamber in overlapping argument, none of them pausing to register his entrance except as a peripheral irritation.

", impossible to commit troops eastward while the western situation remains,"

"The western situation is precisely why we need the eastern strength concentrated, not dispersed,"

"You're describing the same problem from opposite directions,"

"Gentlemen." A voice, soft and somehow more present than the louder ones. "If we could."

At the head of the table, beneath the high banner of the crown, a falcon with wings spread, worked in gold thread so faded it had gone nearly to silver, sat a chair.

Empty.

Not casually empty, the way a chair looks when someone has merely stepped away. Empty in the way that made every other man in the room slightly smaller, slightly less certain of his own authority. The throne was carved oak, the armrests shaped into coiling serpents whose scales had been rendered with such precision they seemed to shift in the torchlight. Faded purple cushions, worn to a thin shine in the center where a body had sat for years. And resting on the left armrest, positioned with the terrible neatness of something deliberately placed, was a crown.

Not the great ceremonial crown, that would be in the treasury, too heavy and too valuable for a room like this. This was the working crown, the one a king wore when he actually meant to govern. Gold and silver, set with stones that caught the torch-flames and returned them as small cold points of light. It sat on the armrest like a question that no one in the room had yet worked up the courage to answer.

Arden positioned himself near one of the massive stone pillars, his hands folded behind his back, his weight settled into a soldier's rest. The column put most of him in shadow and left him something solid at his back. Old habit. He kept his face composed, his breathing slow and deliberate, and watched the room.

His travel cloak was wrong for this place. He'd known it the moment he entered, wrong fabric, wrong cut, the leather of his sword-scabbard worn smooth by years of ordinary work rather than the ceremonial sheen that surrounded him. Dust still clung to his boots. He looked like what he was: a farmer from a small town who'd been pulled into a room where he did not belong. He made no attempt to look otherwise.

The man called Lord Varen, he'd been briefed on no names, but the baroque mustaches and the red-faced indignation gave him away as the same voice he'd heard arguing even before the doors fully opened, was on his feet again, one fist on the table.

"Lord Chancellor," he said, his volume carrying in the way of men who believe volume constitutes an argument, "you counsel patience while the western granaries burn. The harvest is already,"

"Compromised, Lord Varen, yes. You've told us." The soft voice belonged to the man directly opposite the soldier, Cael, Lord Chancellor, the silver-haired figure in gray wool who seemed to occupy the room differently than everyone else. He raised one hand, the gesture both calming and dismissive, and Varen sank back to his seat like a man who'd suddenly remembered something embarrassing. "I have not suggested we ignore the west. I've suggested we avoid spending a thousand men to recover what six weeks of negotiation might return at no cost to us whatsoever."

"Negotiation." This from General Coren, his voice a different instrument entirely, low, deliberate, carrying the kind of authority that doesn't need volume because it has never had to compete for attention. He sat directly across the table from Cael, and the positioning felt chosen, significant, two men who'd been sitting opposite each other for so long they'd arranged
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