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Prologue


[image: ]


Fall in Verdonia

Though the sun was newly risen, a line of large, heavily-laden wagons pulled by teams of powerful draft horses was already making its way along the road.  Climbing steadily up the hill through the early morning mist, there was little sound beyond the plodding of the horses’ hooves, the rumble of the wheels on the road, the creak of the axles, and the jangle of harness.  The quiet peace of a beautiful morning was all around them.

A farmer near the head of the column looked out along the road at the new day and smiled.  In his left hand, Grey held the reins of one of the lead horses of his assigned wagon as he guided it up the winding switchback.  Fog risen by the night’s chill would soon burn off in the sun for the sky was clear.

They had set out in the early dark from the town of Tradesvill, located at the base of the Pass Road.  The climb would take them all morning.  They carried grain, flour, vegetables, smoked meats, great wheels of cheese, whole tanned hides of leather, and all other manner of trade goods produced by farming communities.  At the top of the Pine Pole Pass they would reach the trading post situated on the border with the neighboring kingdom of Lithia.  The demand in Lithia for foodstuffs and all manner of farm produce was quite high and increasing each year.  The people of Lithia in turn would bring their fine steel in the form of tools and ingots to trade.

Rays of sun coming through the mist brought the look of fire to the trees around them.  Dew sparkled on the leaves and grass like uncounted jewels.  It was looking to be a fine day indeed.  Grey continued to smile as he contemplated the world around him.  Through a break in the trees, he could see the settlement below them that they had so recently departed.  Beyond it, the open plains stretched out to the western horizon.

Tradesvill had sprung up as an assembly place for trade goods bound for Lithia.  The town featured many sturdy barns and warehouses for storing goods sent from the farms and villages throughout the entire province.  When enough goods were ready, the weather was clear, and the road firm, a caravan was sent up to the border for trade.

As they continued, Grey looked away from the town and back to the road ahead.  In the clearing air, he spotted a dark shape moving through the sky overhead as the first breeze began to stir.  Drawing in a sharp breath, his heart jumped for a moment but then settled just as quickly when he saw that it was only a hawk.

“What is it, Grey?” Kogan, who was holding the reins of the other lead horse of their wagon, asked anxiously.

Letting out his breath in a sigh, Grey shook his head and said, “Nothing, the early light and lingering bits of mist fooled me for a moment into thinking that I had seen a dragon.”

Kogan chuckled good naturedly at his foolishness and said, “You know dragons are rarely seen this far south.”

“Aye,” someone called from one of the wagons ahead, “I don't think anyone has seen a dragon in these parts for several years.”

“More's the pity,” another voice put forth behind them.

Murmurs of agreement issued up and down the column of wagons, and Grey nodded along.

Now, dragons are a pleasant thought, Grey mused.  Magnificent creatures they were.  As tall as the great draft horse he led, though lighter in build and far longer with tail and folded wing thrown in.  If one measured with wings spread, they were even longer still by far.  Beautiful with their lean, sinewy grace, only a cat could come close to their poise when they walked upon the ground.  In the air, even the great eagles were but shallow comparisons.  The splendor of watching a dragon in flight could only be topped by hearing them sing.

“I was lucky enough to see a dragon up close and hear it sing once,” Grey told them.

“Really?” Kogan asked enviously.

“Yes,” Grey said with an emphatic nod.  Launching into the story, he reminisced, “This was years ago when I had still been a boy, though well on my way to being a man...
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Grey's father had taken their family to attend his cousin’s wedding.  It had taken them three days of travel to the northwest to reach the village where their kinfolk lived.  The wedding was a great celebration for the whole village.  The festivity is what brought the dragon.  It was well known that dragons enjoyed human merriment and would sometimes join in a holiday.  On this occasion, the wedding ceremony was over, and the celebration had started when a cry had gone out over the happy crowd.

“Look, look, in the sky!” someone had shouted.  Silence had spread through the throng as heads turned upward.  Grey recalled how he could only stare open mouthed at the huge, dark brown shape swooping low over the houses.  The people around him had let loose with exclamations of joy and shouts of welcome.  Children jumped up and down waving their arms and giving voice to shrill screams of excitement.

“Dragon, dragon, dragon!” their young voices shouted gleefully.

With delight, Grey remembered watching as the dragon passed over the crowd, elegantly turned back, and lightly landed at the edge of the field where the celebration was gathered.  He had been in awe of such a huge creature that moved so effortlessly both through the air and on the ground.  After neatly folding its wings, it began to stately pace toward the gathering.  Fascinated by his first closeup encounter with a dragon, he had barely glanced away from this wonder from another race for the rest of the day.

Walking up to the crowd, the dragon had asked with a polite dip of his head, “May I join in your celebration this day?”

“Welcome, welcome!” the village headman proclaimed as he came forward with arms held wide.  “We are honored and delighted to have you join our festivities!  Are we not?” he asked the crowd.  The revelers responded with enthusiastic accord.  Few people truly believed the old wives’ tale that dragons brought luck and good fortune, magic though they may be.  However, everyone agreed that dragons did bring more joy and good cheer to any gathering that they attended.

One mother who was forced to hold back her eager children from running up to the dragon told them gently but firmly, “You mustn't go too close, you don't want to drive him away by crowding too closely.  Dragons are shy and reluctant about letting people get too near, and you must never touch one without express permission.”

When the dragon asked, “Would you like me to sing for you?”, the response was an immediate and overwhelming affirmative from the gathering.  Without needing any further prompting, he launched into his first song.  Sung in the dragon’s own language with his flute-like voice, no one knew what the words meant, but it did not matter.  Filled with emotion, the hauntingly beautiful melody was clearly a song of joy and the love of life.  When the song ended, everyone gave an enthusiastic round of applause while many were openly weeping at the beauty of what they had heard.

After singing twice more, when the dragon asked for a drink to wet his throat, the people were more than willing to oblige with a bucket filled with cool, clean water drawn from the village well.  Then he settled to the grass with the bucket before him and sipped from the water occasionally.  Dragons did not imbibe in any of the spirituous drinks commonly favored by humans.  However, when offered a roast leg from one of the pigs cooked for the celebration that day, he happily accepted.  Gripping the leg in his clawed hand, he ate it in much the same way as a man would eat a piece of chicken; biting the meat off with the sharp teeth in his long, pointed muzzle.  Unlike a man, he ate the bones too, crunching them with strong rear molars like a child with a stick of candy.

The dragon seemed to enjoy the dancing and listening to the musicians play, thumping the end of his tail and bobbing his head with the beat while the humans clapped and stomped along.  When the afternoon was winding down toward evening, the dragon again sang several songs for the people.  Afterward, he wished the happy couple much joy in their lives together, walked a little way off, and took to the sky.  Rather than leave right away, the dragon flew around the village several times performing spins, loops, and rolls for the delight of those watching below.  As a last trick, he blew a ring of fire with his breath, tucked his wings, and dove through it before it faded from the air.

The crowd below cheered and applauded as the dragon climbed high into the air and flew away to the north.  Grey had seen other dragons from time to time, usually far off in the sky, and never again as close as that day.  The dragons mostly kept to their own lands in the mountains and foothills to the north...
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“The villages in the north that border the Dragon Lands are fortunate,” Grey said as he finished his story.

“Aye,” Kogan agreed wistfully, “they are able to see dragons flying most days and even have visits from groups of dragons to their festive occasions throughout the year.”

Reluctantly, Grey returned from his inner musings on dragons to see the sun standing nearly overhead and most of the climb behind them.

“Look lively now,” came the call from the head of the column, “we'll reach the top and be at the trading post in less than two hours, or maybe as little as one hour if we keep up a good pace.”

“Aye,” Kogan sighed mostly to himself, “the sooner we are at the trading post, the sooner we can have a rest.”

“I'm with you there,” Grey said, “my tired feet are making me look forward to the break and meal that we'll be sharing when we reach the trading post before we get down to business.”

“Not to mention a nice mug of ale from those kegs we have along with the provisions for our lunch,” someone playfully shouted from the wagons in the rear.

Everyone laughed, and the horse Grey led flicked its ears, but continued plodding on without slacking.

“Aye,” Kogan said, “I'll freely admit that I am looking forward to that mug of ale as soon as the trading is done.  Even the Lithians never fail to join us in toasting a successful barter.”

Once at the trading post they would swiftly exchange their cargo for Lithian goods.  Trade was made quick and easy, without the need for haggling, by a long-standing agreement of value for weights of all manner of goods.  It was a simple matter of offloading what they had brought and loading a matching tally of Lithian metalwork.

“And while we walk up the hill so the wagons can carry our weight in trade goods,” Grey remarked, “we'll be able to ride down to the bottom in less than half the time that it took us to walk up it.  What with the wagons being so much lighter, you know, we'll hardly even need to use the brakes.”

“The wagons wouldn't be so light if the Lithians traded more fairly,” someone groused from behind Grey.  “Even if Lithian steel is the finest in the world, we should get twice what we do in trade.  Every time the trading is done, the Lithians always want to know when the next shipment is coming.  If they are so eager for what our farms produce, then they should be willing to pay more.  After all, the Lithians never have a shortage of their own goods ready for barter.”

“Aye, that may be true,” Kogan countered, “but the rates for trade between our kingdoms were agreed upon long ago by both sides.  It's not our place to try to renegotiate a treaty, you'll have to petition our rulers for that.  We just have to follow it as honorable people should.”

No reply came to Kogan's statement as no argument could be made against what he said, and the caravan settled into brooding silence.

The truth was, Grey knew why the Lithians wanted to trade for farm goods so badly.  As did most Verdonians.  The answer was simple; Lithians hated farming.  Lithia had just as much good, fertile farmland as Verdonia, but farming and farmers were sneered at there.  Farmers were the lowest of the low in Lithia, respected by none.  Those born to farmers were never allowed to take any other profession, and criminals whose crimes did not merit execution were often branded on the forehead and forced into farm labor as punishment.

Quite naturally, their harvests were poor as people resentful of work that they are forced to do will never do more than an indifferent job.  Especially when the fruits of their labor are then taken from them with nothing but contempt given in return.  If the Lithians were only willing to change their sentiments toward farming, everyone's lives there would be better.  Most Verdonians were farmers and well respected by all others in Verdonia.  As a farmer, Grey took pride in his work; bringing forth good food from the good earth was an honorable profession.

At the trading post however, he and the other farmers with the line of wagons would call themselves 'tradesmen', 'porters', or 'guards'.  Some of the men were guards in truth, and most of them did carry weapons, but no one expected any trouble from robbers.  Bandits were not unknown, though they rarely troubled such a large group.  Being this close to both the town below and the trading post above made this stretch of road quite safe, so the men were alert but relaxed.

Rounding the final switchback, Grey sighed in relief as the large, cleared area of the trading post came into view.  Walking uphill from dawn to midday without pause was taxing, but their destination was finally in sight and his weary spirits lifted.

The area of the trading post consisted of a few small buildings tucked off to the side of a large, leveled space of firm cobbled ground.  The people of Lithia and Verdonia had worked together generations ago to build the border trading post and cobble the ground for the benefit of both lands.  These days only traders from Lithia manned the post each day until winter closed down trade over the pass.

The first wagon at the head of the train was already in the open zone and starting to make the turn around.  Wagons were brought into the open market area and lined up side by side after being turned to face back the way they had come.

Passing by the storehouse and cabins, Grey noted that there were far more Lithians here than usual.  Smiling and nodding pleasantly, he waved a greeting to them as he and Kogan turned the team of horses and brought their wagon into position beside the others before them.  A couple of Lithians followed behind, and once they stopped the wagon, firmly blocked the wheels with wedged shaped pieces of wood kept at the post for just that purpose.

“With this much extra help here today,” Grey told Kogan cheerfully, “unloading the goods off our wagons and onto the Lithian wagons will be much faster and easier.  We'll be back in Tradesvill before evening.”

Kogan smiled and nodded in agreement.

With the last wagon securely in its place, Grey and Kogan joined the other Verdonians at the back of the wagon holding their provisions.  The lead trader would take the written account of what they had brought to the Lithian traders.  They would share a quick meal while the Lithians moved their own wagons into position and brought out the requisite amount of steel to make the trade.

Glancing after the trader as he walked toward the group of Lithians, Grey suddenly felt that something was off.  They were standing so closely together that those in front were shoulder to shoulder, and none of them were moving to meet the trader as he approached.  None of the Lithians were moving at all; they were all just standing still and looking toward the Verdonians.  The trader also seemed to feel uneasy as his pace began to slow as he drew closer to the waiting men.  Was Grey imagining some sinister malice in the smiles on their faces?

His companions were busy passing around their rations and had their backs turned toward the Lithians.  Just as Grey was opening his mouth to ask the others if something was amiss, he saw the trader stop sharply and turn back with a look of surprised horror on his face.  Before the trader could take a single step back in the direction from which he had come, the front rank of Lithians dropped down into a crouch revealing those behind with powerful bows drawn.

Grey cried out in useless warning as the heavy arrows were fired.  The trader went down with two shafts protruding from his back.  The rest came on to fall amidst his fellows.  Some of the arrows clattered off the cobbles or thunked into the wooden wagons, but most of them buried themselves solidly in human flesh.  The meaty thwack of the arrow hits were followed by the screams of injured and dying men.  Beside him, Kogan was shot through the neck and buckled as he choked on his own blood.

An arrow slammed into his left shoulder, and Grey howled in pain as it spun him part way around and almost knocked him to the ground.  Gritting his teeth, he forced himself to stagger between two of the wagons for cover.  Looking back, he saw the Lithians now all up and running at them with swords drawn and roaring out in wordless challenge.  Desperately, he quickened his pace between the wagons with the hopes of getting to one of the horses, all the while feeling the iron arrowhead grind against bone with every move he made.

Some of the horses had been frightened by the attack, and though they tossed their heads as they neighed and pranced nervously in place, none of the wagons had moved thanks to the blocked wheels.  He would go for one of the calmer horses, cut the harness away from the wagon, and ride down the hill as fast as he could.  Getting on the back of such a tall horse and staying there at a dead run with only one arm would be hard, but he was determined to try.  Tradesvill had to be warned.  All the people down there including his precious family, his wife and children, were in danger.  That he was also bleeding heavily did not help matters.

As he drew his short sword to begin freeing one of the horses, Grey heard the scrape of boots behind him.  Turning sharply, he managed to deflect the oncoming sword of the Lithian who had come between the wagons after him.  His attacker nimbly jumped back and laughed at his clumsy counter while jeeringly brandishing his longer weapon.

“WHY?” Grey shrieked with anguish.  The man before him just smiled cruelly.  White-hot pain suddenly blazed from his back and through his chest robbing him of breath and thought.  His eyes went wide with shock as the sword dropped numbly from his grasp and rang against the cobbles.

“Because we can,” the one behind him answered as he pulled the blade out of his back.  Helplessly, Grey collapsed onto the cobbles with their laughter in his ears.  His fading vision fixated on the crimson flow that seeped along between the chinks and outlined individual stones.  Though they had not moved, the voices of the men above him came from further and further away.

“It was too easy.”

“Soon they’ll all learn their place.”
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Late Fall/Early Winter in Lithia

Busy earlier, the tavern was now nearly empty and would soon be closing up for the night.  Some raucous laughter still carried through the air made slightly smoky from the wall torches.  The atmosphere was redolent with the smells of food, spilt ale, and unwashed bodies.

Of the few still occupying the common room, five were marked by their weapons and red uniforms as soldiers.  Four of the soldiers sat at a table together with tankards of ale and platters of mostly eaten food before them.  They were responsible for most of the laughter.  The fifth soldier sat at a table alone off to the side quietly drinking from his own mug.

“This time next year we’ll all be living like kings!” one of the four soldiers at the table loudly proclaimed.  His table companions readily agreed.

“One season of fighting, then easy living for life,” another at the table put forth.  This man bore the branded forehead of a Lithian criminal previously sentenced to farm labor for life.  Now he wore the uniform of the Lithian army and made no pretense at hiding his mark.  The other soldiers openly accepted him as one of their own.

Again, all at the table agreed with what was said.  None of them noticed the lone soldier with tankard in hand leave a few coins on his table and start walking through the common room.  The path he was on would take him past their table on his way to the door.

“All we have to do is put down that lousy excuse for an army those Verdonians have,” a third soldier declared.  The others smiled and nodded as the lone soldier reached their table.  Alerted by the crunch of floor rushes beneath boots and seeing his comrades look behind him, the third soldier turned to look at the lone soldier now standing over him.

What he saw was a man with shoulder-length, mid brown hair and a short beard.  In the uncertain light of the tavern, he thought that the man’s eyes were also brown but could not say for sure.  The skin around his eyes was unmarked by wrinkles making him relatively young.  He was middling tall and strong, though not especially broad in the shoulders.  A rather ordinary looking fellow with nothing remarkable about him at all.

“You know why the Verdonian soldiers die for their kingdom?” he asked the third with a sly look on his face.  The lone soldier spoke in an accent common to the north of Lithia.  The four at the table simply looked at the lone soldier in a tavern that had suddenly become dangerously quiet.

“It’s because they can’t fight!” the lone soldier announced to the whole table and raised his mug with a laugh.

The soldiers at the table laughed as well and raised their own mugs as did others in the tavern, and they all drank with hearty good cheer and much table banging.  After setting down his now empty tankard on an unoccupied table, the lone soldier continued on his way and opened the door.

“Bunch of farmers,” someone drunkenly slurred behind him followed by more laughter as he left.
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Once outside, the soldier strode confidently to the stables behind the tavern.  By lantern light, he saddled and secured his bags to his well-rested and fed horse.  The horse was a solid dark chestnut stallion that was nearly black and of a line bred for endurance.  The soldier extinguished his lantern, pulled his dark gray cloak about him, and raised the hood over his head.  Placing his booted foot in the stirrup, he mounted up and set out from the tavern heading west along the road out of town.

Riding at a brisk trot, he could see the range of hills ahead even in the full dark of night by their outline against the clear, star-filled sky.  The air was crisp with a promise of heavy frost and ice in any shallow puddles come morning.  Plumes of vapor marked their breaths in the moonlight.

Sitting straight in the saddle, he kept his eyes on the dim road ahead.  Though he did not look behind himself, he listened intently for any sign that there were others on the road following him.  The soldier kept to the same steady pace past the open fields and pastures outside of town and into the woods at the foot of the hill.

Here the road began to steepen, and he soon came to the first turning that marked the beginning of the road’s journey up the slope.  The strong and willing horse kept to a trot without having to be encouraged despite the increase in grade.  Now traveling south on the first leg of the switchback, the soldier could look over his shoulder through the bare trees and see that he was indeed alone on the road.

This was good.  It would not do for him to have to deal with someone following him.  While he could pretend to be on his way to join the soldiers stationed at the trading post, that was not where he was going.  Leaving the mystery of a missing or dead person behind him and raising suspicions in the area were things he wanted to avoid at all costs.

From what he had been taught and his own experience, he knew well that the best way to avoid being noticed and remembered was to do things boldly and with confidence.  Those who acted furtive and looked around to see if they were being watched caught people’s attention.  If you openly go about your business, you are quickly dismissed from people’s minds as they in turn go about their own lives.

The soldier continued to follow the road as it turned back on itself and went north.  However, when he reached the next turn, he left the road and continued north into the wooded hillside.  Here he slowed the horse to a fast walk and set course up slope and away from the road.  Fallen leaves made sodden by the recent fall rains made almost no sound under the horse’s hooves.  Enough moonlight filtered through the skeletal trees for him to guide the horse around fallen logs or any other such obstacles.

It was closer to dawn than midnight when he neared the crest of the hill and slowed his horse.  Near invisible as they were in the night between the horse’s dark color and his cloak covering any metal that could reflect moonlight, it was still best to be cautious.  Down to his left a little less than half a league away where the hillcrest dropped lowest was the Pine Pole Pass with its trading post.

At this dead hour, the soldiers there were most likely to all be asleep, including any sentries who kept watch on the road and the surrounding hillsides.  In all likelihood, he should have been well beyond the perimeter of any sentries, but he could not afford any carelessness.  If he was captured...

Best not to think about that, he was prepared to take his own life if he was discovered and could not escape.  What he had acquired was worth far more than his own life and he was resolute.  He had sworn an Oath to do this, and he would keep his word.

Proceeding slowly, the soldier warily scanned the woods around him, every sense alert for signs of danger.  Every rustle of some small forest creature or the creaks and groans of the trees kept him on edge.  When he had passed over the ridge and started down the other side, he quickened his pace but did not relax.  Their passage stirred up the scents of damp leaves and punky wood as the horse's footsteps disturbed the forest floor.  Keeping his pace steady, he continued to angle northward as he descended the Verdonian side of the hill.

The first gray light of dawn was breaking over the countryside when the soldier reached the edge of the trees and stopped his horse in their cover.  Cautiously scanning in all directions, he surveyed the open fields and pastureland before him for any signs of life.  He especially looked off to the south where what was left of Tradesvill still stood.  The town itself was out of sight with only the outlying farmsteads in distant view.

Every village and farm within three days' ride had been fully sacked and looted.  The Verdonians that had survived the raids were evacuated further west.  With no one left and nothing that had not already been taken, there was no reason for there to be any Lithian soldiers still in Tradesvill or the area.  Not with all the crops and livestock from every barn, storage building, and root cellar taken back across the pass to Lithia.  It would be risky for them at this point to have any troops on this side of the hills.  The possibility that an early snow could close them off from both retreat and reinforcements would make it practically suicidal to remain.

Still, it was many long moments of careful watching before he urged his horse out into the open.  A few deer were the only living things to be seen moving in the growing light.  That they were about was a good sign for the soldier that no others had passed through the area earlier or were currently nearby.

Keeping watchful and fully on guard, he rode his horse across the empty land to an isolated farmstead.  The utter stillness and broken-down doors gave silent testimony to what had happened here.  Alert for signs of danger, the soldier rode into the open barn and stopped there.  Again, he sat quietly and listened for any sound.  Only the slight creaking of a wooden door or shudder in the morning breeze came to his ears.  No rustling or the scrape of boots approaching could be heard.  Only the faint smell of the remaining straw hung in the air, no scent of smoke or fresh droppings could be detected.

After he was sure that the place was still abandoned, he dismounted.  Divesting the horse of its tack and settling it in one of the stalls with a measure of grain from his saddlebags was done quickly and efficiently from experience.  A bucket of water drawn from the well just outside of the barn completed his care for the horse.  Then he drew a second bucket, which he set down just inside the barn door.

Leaving the horse to its meal, the soldier went out behind the barn to an awning that sheltered a large compost pile made up of old straw bedding and horse manure.  After finding the right spot, he brushed aside some straw beside the base of the mound until he found what he was after.  Camouflaged next to the pile was a large bundle thickly wrapped in heavy oilcloth that he had previously hidden there.

With his belt knife he cut the cord tied around the outside of the bundle and removed the outer piece of heavy oilcloth that had been wrapped around it in several layers.  This he shoved back under the straw beside the manure pile and did his best to conceal that anything had been hidden there.

The soldier carried the bundle back into the barn and again used his knife to cut the cord tied around the second piece of thick oilcloth.  Unwrapping the bundle, he inspected its contents.  The sack of feed for the horse, clothing, soap, razor, and small polished tin mirror had all remained clean and dry.

Satisfied with this, he stripped off the Lithian uniform he wore and proceeded to quickly wash and shave.  Starting to shiver with the cold, he hastily put on the clothing from the hidden bundle.  Fully dressed with sword buckled at his waist and thick warm cloak covering all, he sighed with relief.

Smiling with satisfaction, the soldier looked down at himself and the uniform he wore.  No longer the red uniform of the Lithian army, he now bore the blue uniform of the Verdonian army.  His true uniform.  He was once again Trevalner Plarmoss sworn servant to the Kingdom and people of Verdonia.

Trev carefully packed everything into his saddle bags, including the Lithian uniform now wrapped in the oilcloth that had protected his supplies.  Hungrily, he ate some journey bread washed down with water from the well and settled himself with his back propped in a corner between the first stall and the wall.  Cloak wrapped tight against the chill, he closed his eyes and prepared to rest for a few hours.

***
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Mid-morning brought Trev to his feet a little stiff from sleeping in the cold.  The horse picked its head up from drowsing as he came up to it with bridle in hand.  They'd only had a couple hours of rest, but he could not tarry.

“Time to get going,” he told the horse as he set about getting it saddled up.  No trace of any Lithian accent marked his speech.  That he could sound like one born and raised in Lithia was one of the reasons that he had been chosen for this mission.

Eager to get back to Fairhaven far to the west, Trev left the desolate farm at a trot.  The capital of Verdonia lay near the center of the kingdom, and he had to get there as soon as possible.  After just a short while, he slowed the horse to a walk so as not to tire out the animal.  They still had a long way to go, and you never knew when you might need a sudden burst of speed.  Prudently, he held to a fast walk most of the day but ran the horse for short stretches throughout.  Not wanting to stop, he ate his midday meal in the saddle.

As he rode, Trev did his best to keep focused on the road ahead and not look at the empty homes that he passed.  The set grimness of his expression was testament to his awareness of them all the same.  Twenty three years ago he'd been born and raised on a farm just outside of the little village of Belkin in the far northeast corner of Verdonia.  A farm very much like the ones that he now passed.

The range of tall hills that divided the two kingdoms was steeper and higher up north near the foothills of the Dragon Lands.  The Northern Pass Road that crossed into Lithia there was steeper, narrower, and far less used than the other ones further south.  Only small wagons could make the journey, and it took at least two days to climb to the top and another to go down the other side.  Trade over the Northern Pass was sparse and infrequent as most people took the longer route to the easier passes further south.

Trev’s father was one of the few who would make the trek over the Northern Pass and into Lithia to trade.  Knowing the contempt in which the Lithians held farmers, and their general disrespect for all Verdonians, his father had learned to speak with a flawless, Northern Lithian accent from his own father.  Being taken for a Lithian trader bringing goods from Verdonia allowed him to get top price for his trades.  Growing up, Trev had been taught how to speak 'Lithian' by his father along with his siblings.

Trevalner was thankful that his home village had not been raided by Lithia.  With no wife or children of his own, his relatives in Belkin were the only family that he had.  His kin were alive.  Others were not so fortunate.  Those closest to the points of invasion had almost all been slaughtered.  Enough people had escaped though to give warnings to the surrounding areas in time for the people there to pack up their families and leave.

As word spread of what was happening, the Verdonian army units closest to the invasion went to fight against the raiders.  They were not prepared.  Mostly acting as peacekeepers in Verdonia, soldiers were sent to patrol the countryside, guard merchant trains, and hunt down bandits and other criminals.  Dealing with small groups of bandits was a far cry from a military invasion by trained and equipped soldiers who far outnumbered them.  Every man and woman from those units had been massacred without mercy.

By the time greater numbers of soldiers could be summoned and sent to challenge the invaders, the Lithians had already withdrawn with their loot.  The Verdonian army could only survey the devastation left behind and bury the dead.  With it clear that the Lithians were returning to their own kingdom, it was decided to not pursue them.  The Verdonian troops were coming from too far away to close the gap with effective numbers.  A few scouting parties had trailed the invaders from a safe distance while the rest of the army was ordered to the edge of inhabited territory.

Now there were no people at all between the strung-out encampments of the Verdonian army and the Border Hills.  None except Trevalner himself that is.  He expected that he would run into a patrol some time tomorrow when he got closer to where his comrades guarded the homes that still remained intact.

With darkness closing in, Trev rode into a village where he planned to stop for the night.  Settling his horse in the stable behind an inn, he found the silent buildings standing dark and empty just as eerie now as when he had passed through on his journey to Lithia.  At least here he could build a fire to warm himself and cook a hot meal from some of the rations that he had.  While the inn had been stripped of food and every barrel of drink, there was ample cut wood and warm blankets for him to spend a comfortable night.
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Chapter 2
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The next morning saw Trev back on the road before full light.  Thankfully, the weather held clear as he did not need to be delayed by rain, or worse, snow.  Once again, he alternated walking and trotting the horse as often as he dared.  Late afternoon brought the expected patrol who came riding smartly out along the road to intercept him.  No doubt, he had been spotted earlier in the day by one or more scouts set to watch the roads.

Prudently, he reined in his horse to a stop and kept his hands well in sight as the patrol surrounded him with their own swords drawn.  The officer in charge of the squad stopped directly in front of Trev before addressing him.

“Lower your hood and identify yourself,” he ordered.

With a slow but steady hand, Trev reached up and swept back the hood of his cloak while carefully making sure he made no move that could be seen as reaching for a weapon.

“My name is Trevalner Plarmoss,” he told the captain.

The captain in turn looked at Trev for long moments before nodding.  “Aye, you’re the one we’ve been on the lookout for.  Been watching for the last two full spans of days.  You’re late,” he mock complained with a grin.

“Sorry, Sir,” Trev said as the soldiers of the patrol fully relaxed and sheathed their weapons. “I was delayed.”

“I’ll bet,” the captain responded as he signaled them to get going back the way they had come.  Moving briskly once more, Trev was happy to finally be back in the company of those who were not only his own countrymen but also his brothers and sisters in arms.  Those who chose to protect the people of Verdonia and uphold the law.

Though no doubt burning with questions, the captain asked none.  The other soldiers of the patrol remained silent as well.  Their job was to escort him swiftly back to the encampment where they were stationed, the details of his mission were not for them to know.

***
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Full dark was nearly upon them when they finally reached their goal.  A tall, stout wall made from thick tree trunks rose up before them.  Torches dotted the top and sentries could be seen moving through their light as they patrolled.  Where the road and the wall met was a large gate with a pair of guards standing on each side.  As they approached, the guards signaled those inside and the gates were opened allowing them to enter without stopping.  As soon as they had passed through, the gates were closed behind them.

The patrol stopped at a stable yard just inside the wall.  Dismounting in the torchlight, Trev saw that much had been done since the last time he was here.  In the darkness, he could not see all that had been built, but it looked like the wall was completed.  There were also what appeared to be several new storage buildings along with the barracks now scattered among the homes and shops of the village.  More fort now than village, Trev thought.

“This way,” the captain said to Trev as he handed his reins to one of the soldiers who had come out of the stables on their arrival.  Leaving his horse to be cared for by those on stable duty, Trev followed the captain through the shifting pools of light cast by various torches and braziers.  They shortly came to one of the small buildings near one of the barracks where they stopped before the guarded door.

The soldier standing watch at the door knocked on the rough wood to be answered from inside by a muffled, “Send them in.”  He opened the door and stepped aside to let the captain and Trev pass.  Trev followed the captain through the door, and the guard closed it behind them.

The room Trev found himself in was sparsely furnished and lit by the hearth fire to the left and an oil lamp on the corner of the simple desk before him.  A side table and two chairs sat against the wall to the right near the tightly shuttered window.  A closed door in the back of the room most likely led to private sleeping quarters.

On the desk were various pages of parchment, notebooks, and scrolls along with quill pens and ink.  A small, ironbound, wooden strongbox sat on one side of the desktop with the key in the lock suggesting that it had just recently been opened.  All these things Trev noted in passing when he first entered the room, the greatest part of his attention was focused on the man sitting behind the desk with a particular piece of parchment in his hand.

This was a great bear of a man with craggy features and streaks of gray in his black hair and beard.  His keen eyes revealed a shrewd intelligence that carefully evaluated everything before them.  The golden yellow braiding of a Verdonian general marked his blue uniform.

Trev and the captain stopped a few paces from the general’s desk and stood sharply at attention.  The general’s flinty gray eyes studied Trevalner for several heartbeats before he spoke.

“You were due back two full tendays ago.  I was about ready to give up on you,” he said with a single raised eyebrow.  His voice was filled with a welter of curiosity and only the smallest hint of reprimand.

“I’m sorry, Sir, it could not be helped,” Trev apologized but said no more, merely stood quietly and waited.

“Humph,” the general grunted with a snort.  Quickly, he glanced down at the parchment that he held in his hand and back to Trev.  The general then pointedly looked over to the captain who stood by Trev’s side and back again.

It was as clear to Trev what the general wanted to say as if he had spoken aloud.  What he held in his hand was a letter ordering any and all personnel of the Verdonian army to give Trev whatever aid he needed to complete his mission and to ask no questions about said mission.  This order applied to even the highest-ranking officers, was signed by King Valdor himself, and bore the King's Seal.

The general was bound by his sworn Oath to obey the King’s orders, but he also had a duty to the soldiers under his command and the people they were protecting.  If Trev knew something that could help him in his duty, he wanted to know anything that Trev could tell him.  The look said plainly that he could send the captain out if that would give Trev leave to speak.  Is there anything you can tell me? his eyes asked.  They were at war, and this was essentially the front line of defense.

Trev was under his own Oath to not speak of his mission to anyone but King Valdor, the High Generals, and the other members of the High Council.  The greatest information that he had brought back from Lithia, information that he had risked his life for and that could mean the difference between life and death for so many in Verdonia, he could not reveal to anyone but the King and his High Council.  However, there was something that he could tell this general without breaking his word.

“I saw no sign of any Lithians between here and the Border Hills,” Trev said to the general without any emphasis or inflection.  The flat closed expression on his face told the general clearly that he could say no more.

Pressing his lips together in a grim line, the general accepted that he had been told all he could.  It wasn’t much, but knowing that there were no sightings of the enemy for that distance was probably a small comfort.  His own scouts no doubt reported much the same, though they did not often go so far as the hills themselves.

“What do you need?” the general asked as he held out the letter to Trev.  It was the only question that he could ask.

Without hesitation, Trev stepped forward and took back the letter that he had left in the general’s keeping when he had departed from here more than two moons ago.  He had not dared to take it any further with him; it would have been of no use to him beyond this point and more than dangerous in Lithian territory.

“I will need a place to rest for tonight and tomorrow for myself and my horse,” Trev said as he tucked the letter into his belt pouch.  “I will need a resupply of travel provisions and a swift escort to Fairhaven ready to leave at dawn the day after tomorrow,” he finished.

Sagely resigned, the general nodded in acceptance of this.  “I’ll see to it.  Captain, get this man a good meal and find private quarters for him right away,” the general ordered.

“Yes, Sir,” the captain promptly replied.

“Thank you, Sir,” Trev said respectfully.

***
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With a wave of his hand, the general dismissed them, watched as they left, and the door shut behind them.  It was going to be a long night tonight and a busy day tomorrow to get what preparations he needed done.  As long as he was sending an escort with this soldier to Fairhaven, he would send his reports and supply requests with them to the capitol.  Two birds with one stone and all.  The general picked up a quill, pulled a sheet of parchment in front of himself, and started writing.

***
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Carrying a well-laden plate and mug of water across the dining hall, Trev settled himself at an empty table.  There were a few others having their evening meal, but the majority of soldiers had already passed through earlier, and the hall was mostly empty.

A soldier sitting at a table near the hearth with two others looked up from the remains of her meal and gave Trev a friendly smile and a wink.  The firelight glinting off the strands of her blond hair and giving them the look of spun gold made a beautiful accent to her pretty face.  Her table companions gave no notice to her interest in Trev as the woman beside her and the man across the table were having an animated discussion.

While he normally enjoyed casually sharing his bed with an attractive woman when the opportunity was offered, Trev regretfully returned her look with a sad smile and a small shake of his head.  Tired and sore as he was from long days of hard travel and making what is normally a three-day journey in just two, he did not have the energy for a tryst tonight.  Even had he not been so weary, his mission was not yet done, and that meant he was on duty no matter what the hour.

The blond smiled her disappointment and gave a little shrug of her shoulders before turning back to her tablemates and joining in their talk.  Dismissing the fact that he could not engage in dalliances from his mind, Trev applied himself to his food as he thought about what he needed to do.

While it was vital to get the intelligence that he had gathered to Fairhaven as soon as possible, taking a day to rest here would be better in the long run.  The letter that he carried from the King gave him the authority to commandeer a fresh horse and insist on departing in the morning with or without an escort if he chose to do so.  Wisely, Trev knew the result of cutting short preparations and traveling on without resting could cost him more time in the end.  There was too much at stake to risk the information that he had not getting through.

Once finished with his meal, Trev took the empty plate and mug to the scullery and set off through the fortified village to the quarters assigned to him.  Inside, he found a cheery fire in the hearth, a small lamp burning on the side table, and his saddlebags waiting by the simple bed.  With relief, Trev took off his boots and removed his uniform.  He folded it and placed it on the room’s single chair before putting on the nightclothes he had pulled from the bag containing his clothing.  At the bottom of the bag was the Lithian uniform he had acquired.  It was tightly wrapped in the oilcloth and would stay safely tucked away in his bag until he reached Fairhaven.

For now it was time to rest.  With the door and window shutters securely bolted and his sword in easy reach of the bed, Trev blew out the lamp and laid down.  Pulling the thick warm blankets over himself, he tried not to think about what he knew.  Closing his eyes, Trev tried to focus on pleasant thoughts, but images from his recent journey kept playing before his mind.  Eventually, exhaustion dragged him down into sleep where his dreams were little better.
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Chapter 3
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They arrived at the city of Fairhaven just before noon under a gray sky with heavy overcast.  Days of rain and sporadic snow had slowed them at times, but Trevalner had insisted on travel each day despite any unpleasant conditions.  If it was safe to ride, they rode.  On fair days, they made good time and on foul ones, muddy roads and cold wet winds slowed them, but they continued on.

While Trev had insisted on traveling each day, he had not gone so far as to force them to camp in the cold.  They stopped at villages or farms for the night rather than push on to the last light and be left to sleep in fields or forests.  While he was dedicated to his mission, he was not so fanatical in his devotion so as to lose sight of common sense and reason.

Now that they were riding through the city gates, the soldiers of Trev’s escort began to smile and relax.  They happily returned the waves from the guards on duty as their spirits brightened with the knowledge that their assignment was complete.  Stoically, Trev said nothing as they continued through the city to the Royal Castle.  Let them talk and laugh, this close to the castle they were safe enough to let down their guard a bit.  No doubt, they would have several days to rest in the city before being sent back with whatever supplies and orders there were for their general.  Their return trip would also be at an easier pace than what he had set to get here.

On the other hand, Trev’s own mission did not end until he spoke with the King himself.  His orders ended with him giving his report to the King and High Council and not a moment sooner.  Even then, he could be assigned additional duties.  Given what he knew, he did not see much rest in his future.

The streets of Fairhaven bustled around them as they continued through the city.  Fairhaven was not only the capital but also a center for learning, craftsmanship, and commerce with trade flowing up and down the Swan River.  People went about their business, going in and out of shops without giving the group of soldiers more than a passing glance.  It was almost as if they did not realize that they were at war, or perhaps they thought that this far from the border that they were safe.

They don’t know, he had to remind himself.  Only Trevalner himself knew.  Soon he would tell the King.  His heart was heavy with the thought of what he had to say.

***
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Entering the castle courtyard, the group made directly for the stables.  The stable courtyard bustled with activity and was filled with the sounds of people's voices, horses neighing, and the clop of shod hooves on the cobbles.  The air was permeated with the scents of horses, sweet hay, and fresh manure.  The normalcy of it all was comforting.

Here it was that Trev formally dismissed the other soldiers from any further service to him.  Relieved to be done with riding, he dismounted and held the reins of his horse as the grooms came to assist the soldiers.  When one of the grooms came to take Trev's horse, he didn't hand over the reins but instead stopped the man with a gesture of his free hand.

“Fetch me the stable master and a castle page right away,” Trev told him.  The groom looked surprised but ran to obey.  A few moments later, he returned with the stable master in tow, then with a nod from Trev, ran off again to find the page next.

“So, you're back,” the stable master said with a pleased smile.  Without a doubt, Trev was certain that he was happier to see the horse than himself.  When he had been sent out on his mission, he had selected this horse from the royal stables for its qualities of strength, endurance, solid temperament, and color.  The stable master had reacted with dismay at one of the finest stallions in the royal stables, and probably all of Verdonia, being given over to a common soldier.

Reluctant as he had been, the King's command was the King's command.  With great sorrow, he had seen to it that the horse was well shod and that his tack was in excellent condition but plain to the eye.  Solemnly, Trev had promised to give the horse directly back to the stable master himself upon his return.  The unspoken if he returned had hung in the air.

“A magnificent animal and he served me well,” Trev said as he handed the reins to the stable master.  “My thanks for the use of him.”

“My thanks for returning him in good condition,” the stable master replied as Trev removed his bags from the saddle.  The sound of two sets of running feet approaching brought their attention to the groom's return with the desired page.  Turning back to the stable master, Trev respectfully inclined his head as he took his leave.  Courteously, the stable master returned the gesture and began giving instructions for the horse's care to the groom as he led the horse deeper into the stables.

Turning to the page, a boy of about twelve, Trev told him, “Take me to the King,” as he hoisted his bags to hang over his left shoulder.  The young lad goggled that a common soldier, dirty from the road and carrying saddlebags, would go straight to the King himself and not one of the army commanders.

“The King is in a council meeting, Sir,” the boy told him apologetically.

Now Trev understood the page's reluctance at his request.  One did not disrupt a council meeting without good cause.  The King and other nobles were normally approachable at other times, but disturbing a council meeting was a good way to end up cleaning the toilets.  However, Trev had been ordered to report to the King and his two High Generals as soon as he returned to the castle without delay.  If there was a council meeting in progress, then the Generals as well as the other High Council members would be there with the King and would not need to be summoned to hear what he had to say.

“I understand,” Trev reassured him, “take me there.”

The page opened his mouth as if to voice a protest, closed it, and then said, “Follow me, Sir.”

They set off at a brisk walk across the cobbled courtyard away from the direction of the barracks and to the castle door closest to the stables.  A castle guard opened the door to let them pass despite the curious look on her face.  Together, they passed through the stone corridors of the castle drawing increasingly surprised looks from the nobles they encountered the closer they drew to the council chamber, which was where the page was leading him.  Trev paid them no mind; he had a duty to accomplish.

When they reached the large, heavy oaken door to the council chamber, they were halted by the two guards who crossed their spears before the door.

“State your business,” the left guard demanded gruffly.  The page quailed before them and seemed to try to shrink into himself.  Trev was prepared for this and calmly showed them the King's seal that he carried.  Unnoticed by the page, he had taken it out of his belt pouch while they walked.

“I am to see the King at once,” Trev told them.  The page's mouth formed an O of surprise beneath his wide eyes.  No doubt, Trev's standing had gone up in his estimation.

The guards upon seeing the seal merely uncrossed their spears and the left one knocked upon the door.  The door was opened from within by another guard to reveal an attendant that came to answer the knock.  Beyond the servant could be seen the council chamber itself with guards, servants, and scribes stationed around the perimeter of the room and the King and the men and women of the council seated at the grand table in the center.

Large windows along the left wall admitted daylight into the room through panes of glass a full hand-span across set in wooden lattices.  Trev had never seen such windows before coming to the castle for the first time three years ago.  Even on this overcast day, there was enough light that the candles in their brass holders upon the great council table were not lit.

Important parchments sat before many of the councilors as well as a few quill pens and ink.  Pitchers of wine and water as well as cups for the councilors also adorned the table.  A fire burned in the hearth on the far side of the chamber.

Some of the councilors looked rather irritated at their meeting being disturbed while others looked simply curious.  The two High Generals and the King showed worry behind an outward calm.  As they should be, Trev thought.

“I am to speak to the King,” he said to the servant.

The attendant turned to the page and dismissed him with a wave of his hand and an, “Off with you.”  The young page scampered away as quickly as decorum allowed.  Standing aside, the servant motioned for Trev to enter.

Hush had fallen over the room, and now the only sound in the chamber was his boots on the stone floor as Trev walked.  The scent of smoke from the fire dominated the air, but a trace of perfume from one or more of the nobles wafted past as he crossed the floor.

Sharply, Trevalner remembered the only other time that he had been in this room; the day moons ago when he had been given this task.  Go into Lithia, find out what they were planning, and bring that information back without being discovered.  Now he would reveal what the fruits of his mission were, and it was a bitter harvest indeed.

Taking measured and steady steps, Trev walked to within two paces of the council table, set down his bags, and bowed.

“I am here as you commanded, my King,” he said as he straightened.

“Excellent,” King Valdor spoke with his full composure in place.  “Clear the room,” he announced to the chamber.  “Only my High Council remain, everyone else out.”

The servants, scribes, guards, and lesser council members began filing out as the King had commanded.  Trev stood carefully at full attention as councilors walked past him.  Some of whom held thinly veiled resentment at being excluded from what was to come.  Within moments, the door closed, and the room was empty of all save Trev, the King, and the five High Councilors.  Trev looked at those who now sat in expectation before him.

Sitting at the center of the table, King Valdor was only a little older than Trev himself.  His shoulder-length hair was light brown while his short, neatly trimmed beard was reddish.  His green eyes were bright with intelligence, and he was fit and strong with martial training.

To the King's right sat Jobbin Bert; a thin man with light brown hair who was Steward to the King.  Beside the Steward sat Temar Dolan; the Minister of the Treasury who had wavy black hair and was a bit overweight but not portly.  Trev knew who the Minister was, though they had not formally met or spoken before.  To the King's left sat Wiltor Gronik the Sorcerer.

The position of Royal Sorcerer was one of high regard.  To be the Sorcerer in direct service to the Crown one had to be highly skilled with magic, well learned, and above all, loyal and trustworthy to the death.  Wiltor was an older man whose hair and beard were almost completely gray but his piercing, blue eyes were yet undimmed.  He sat straight and hale in his black scholarly robes, not yet withered by age.

High Generals Brock and Dorn, who sat to the Sorcerer's left, were the epitome of lifelong soldiers.  While greatly differing in their features with Brock's brown hair, blue eyes, and short military beard against Dorn's close-cropped black hair, brown eyes, clean-shaven face, and deep brown skin, they were exactly alike in expression and bearing.  Both of them had gray creeping into their hair and lines from long service and the duties they had performed to earn their ranks etched onto their faces.  These were men who had the confidence and wisdom to command in battle, as well as the courage and fortitude to take an active role in the fighting.

Once the door to the chamber had shut behind the last to leave, King Valdor turned to look at Wiltor and gave him a nod.  The Sorcerer closed his eyes with a look of deep concentration.  After a moment, he opened them and said to the King, “I have cast Silence on the room, we may speak without fear that any beyond these walls will hear.”

Of course, Trev neither saw, heard, nor felt anything when the spell was cast.  Magic itself was undetectable by the likes of him; only those rare few born with the gift of magic could 'feel' it.  Charlatans could sometimes trick the foolish and uneducated with chants in 'ancient' languages that were really just gibberish, elaborate hand gestures, and puffs of smoke from special powders.  True magic users disdained any such displays.  So even though the room was completely unchanged to the senses of those within, Trev had no doubt that they could shout at the very tops of their voices and not even a whisper would be heard by an unwanted ear.

“Excellent,” King Valdor replied.  “Trevalner, isn't it?” he asked as he turned to Trev.  At Trev's nod, he continued, “Now, tell us what you have learned on your mission, and what is it that you bring back with you.”

The King and the others at the table were no fools, and they knew that the intelligence that he had been sent to gather would not be written down by him or carried in saddlebags.  Therefore, they wanted to know what was important enough to be brought out of Lithia and all the way back here.  Trev decided to hand over the things that he carried before telling them what he had learned.  If he told them what he had learned first, then they would likely completely forget the bags.

Stepping up to the table, Trev reached out and handed the parchment letter with the King's Seal to Steward Jobbin.  Next, he dug into his belt pouch and pulled out a scrap of soft hide wrapped around a small object.  He handed this to Wiltor, who had given it to him just before he had set out.  Gingerly, Wiltor unwrapped the hide to reveal a beeswax capsule the size of the end of his smallest finger.  While Trev did not know what exactly was inside the wax, he did know that it was a sure and swift death if crushed in the teeth and swallowed.  Wiltor nodded, wrapped the capsule back up, and stowed it in his own pouch.

Now Trev knelt and dug out from the bottom of his bag the oilcloth wrapped bundle that had been there since the first morning that he was back in Verdonia.  Straightening and facing them squarely, he placed the bundle on the table before the King and High Council and said, “This is a uniform from the Lithian army.”

“How did you manage to get your hands on that?” General Brock asked with raised eyebrows.  “Did you kill a Lithian soldier?”  They all seemed surprised and a little impressed that he had acquired such a thing.  In all the fighting, the Lithians had won leaving none of their few dead behind, nor had any been captured.  No Verdonian who had seen a Lithian uniform up close had lived to tell the tale.

“That could prove useful if it is in good condition,” General Dorn observed.  General Brock nodded in agreement.

“It is in excellent condition,” Trev said, “and no, I did not kill a soldier to get it.  I did not kill or fight anyone during my mission.”

“Did you find an opportunity to steal it then?” Steward Jobbin jumped in.  “Do they know it was taken?” he quickly continued without giving Trev time to answer.

“Calm yourself, Jobbin,” King Valdor chided, “let the man speak.  I am sure
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