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“The Star-Blessed is a luscious, timely fairy tale—steeped in tradition but wholly its own creation. Angie Dickinson has woven a spellbinding tale of a kingdom in peril and two brave heroes on a dazzling journey of self-discovery, threaded through with sweet romance. A splendid read!”

—Elizabeth C. Bunce, award-winning author of A Curse Dark as Gold and Premeditated Myrtle

“The Star-Blessed is a reimagined fairy tale that sweeps you away with every page-turn. Brimming with heart—and just enough grit—Princess Seren and Sir Corin’s story shines with resilience in the face of adversity. Angie Dickinson’s prose is its own kind of magic, sure to enchant readers and win her loyal fans for many books to come.”

—Sara Ella, award-winning author of Glass Across the Sea, The Wonderland Trials, and Coral

“This book made me want to sit outside and soak up some starlight. Dickinson gently draws the reader into a classic medieval world full of secret identities, hidden magic, dangerous tournaments, and sacrificial love. I especially appreciated the quiet strength of the heroine as she learns more about her own magic and embraces her purpose—a courage-giving reminder for us all.”

—Elisabeth Aimee Brown, award-winning author of What Comes of Attending the Commoners Ball

“Dickinson’s writing continues to enchant and enthrall in this unique and vivid fairy tale–influenced world with echoes of Arthurian legend, Narnia’s celestial lore, Stardust, and Disney’s Brave. I adored Seren and Corin’s story and found it exceedingly difficult to put down! Dickinson has another winner in The Star-Blessed.”

—J.J. Fischer, award-winning author of The Nightingale Trilogy, The Soul Mark Duology, and the Painted Wind Series

“I couldn’t stop cheering for Seren and her resiliency, determination, and dignity in the face of terrifying and impossible odds. Complete with a multifaceted love interest and unique magic system, this book is impossible to put down!”

—Katherine Briggs, author of The Eternity Gate and The Immortal Abyss
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“. . . but she got up in the night when all were asleep . . . and packed the three dresses—of the sun, the moon, and the stars—up in a nutshell, and wrapped herself up in the mantle made of all sorts of fur, and besmeared her face and hands with soot.

Then she threw herself upon Heaven for help in her need, and went away, and journeyed on the whole night, till at last she came to a large wood. As she was very tired, she sat herself down in the hollow of a tree and soon fell asleep . . .”

“Cat-Skin”

Fairy Tale by the Grimm’s Brothers, translated by Edgar Taylor and Marian Edwardes
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Her Highness Disappoints

SEREN

When my father put his mind to something, it would be done. Banishing his newborn daughter to a dusty corner of the castle, then caving to general curiosity nineteen years later and demanding her public reappearance . . . these were decisions made over breakfast on a Tuesday and never opposed. His command to abruptly end my seclusion was as unyielding as his resolution to expose vulnerable island ports to our mainland’s pestilence, or execute the kitchen staff over paranoid suspicions. Whatever the decree, it would be done.

And so, to satisfy the whim of a mad king, I left my tower and strode through the palace—or rather, trotted, to keep up with the stride of my escort.

Lord Chamberlain Gifrey glanced down at me as we neared the noisy feasting hall, disapproval pursing his wrinkled lips. His fanciful yellow cap bit into the soft flesh of his forehead.

“As this is your first formal appearance in nineteen years—since the poison seasons began, I daresay—I am surprised you did not choose more appropriate apparel. The gown your father designed for you, perhaps? Lord knows he’s talked of nothing else for the past month.”

My mouth fell open. “I didn’t—”

“Your position as sole heir . . . your standing with your father and this court dances on a blade’s edge, and yet, you make little effort. Well, here we are.” My father’s trusted advisor firmly tucked my hand into the crook of his elbow and pulled me through the doorway.

A cold flush broke over me as we stepped into the court of hundreds. My lungs fought my tightly laced rib cage for air. Somehow, I used to believe I wanted this. In the years I spent chafing at the smallness of my world within my tower . . . keeping out of the way, as it was primly put . . . I hadn’t grasped the full extent of the lifeline that my solitude actually was.

The crowd before me watched and stirred silently as a single, vulturine entity. With effort, I stopped myself from glancing down at the burgundy dress I’d chosen for the event and clenched my fist so I wouldn’t touch the tightly braided coronet of my conspicuous hair, red with glints of gold.

The sea of faces blurred before me as we walked past gold-veined marble columns onto an aisle strewn with white roses and lined with courtiers. They did not bother to keep their voices low as we proceeded. I attempted to keep my eyes trained ahead and let the remarks pass over me in a meaningless flow, but certain words rang clear anyway.

“So, this is our curse. Takes after the mother.”

“She does have a rough, northern look to her, doesn’t she? Waste of a princess.”

“Far older than my daughters were when they were wed.”

“Witch. Like her mother.”

Perhaps if I’d had years to practice pretending not to hear the barbs, I would now be armored against them. But I’d been too insulated. It was one thing to suspect you were disliked, but quite another to feel the concentrated heat of it. I set my expression in stone, but a lump of mortification swelled painfully in my throat nonetheless.

Finally, we reached the dais. Two thrones marked the center of the high table, which was draped in white and gold linen, shimmering with candles, and populated by my father’s handful of advisors. One throne was empty; my father sat in the other. The shadowed hall surrounding the dais was dotted with candlelight, and dancing spaces were encircled by tables heaped with delicacies.

My father stood when we approached. He was a tall man, though his frame, once filled out with muscle, now drooped with neglect. The shadows around his eyes were deep purple, and he set his jaw when he saw me. Lord Gifrey led me up the steps of the dais and delivered my hand to the king’s, whose cold fingers held mine loosely. He took in my appearance with a stiff glance, then let his eyes rove over the crowd that now gathered close to the dais. Light streamed before my eyes as I faced the room, and I let it haze my vision so I did not have to look at the hard faces turned toward me.

My father’s voice vibrated through the halls. “My daughter, Seren, is nineteen today.” He paused in the laden silence. “She may—one day—be your queen. Make merry in her honor. Such as it is.”

The words rolled out bitterly, and I blinked in humiliation, and at the implication of the word may. King Ormand released my hand and sat down hard on his throne.

I sat on the chilly marble throne next to my father as the musicians struck a lilting air and the people surrounding the dais began to interact with one another. A servant filled the king’s cup, and my father sloshed the pale wine in his haste to get it to his lips. Wiping the back of his hand across his mouth, he spoke to me under his breath.

“Did you like my speech?”

“I—yes. Thank you. It was most concise, Your Majesty.”

“We like different things then, you and I.” His eyes flicked quickly around the hall. “I, for example, appreciate it when one makes an effort. I thought to show you how hurtful it feels when one does not, but you are too simple to appreciate subtleties, I see.”

“Your Majesty?” I felt growing danger. Confusion heated my cheeks.

“The gown, you simpleton. The gown.” His voice grew loud, and the lords seated around us watched in complacent curiosity.

“I—I’m sorry, Father. It must not have been ready. This gown is new as well, and I thought it would be sufficient.”

He slurped his wine again. I could sense his histrionic injury expanding. “Did you indeed? Do not presume to know what I would like again. This shall be answered for, Seren. But tonight, you will dance with the lords and whomever else they tell you to.” His pale eyes bored into mine with cold detachment. “I will stay and be insulted no longer.” The volume of his words escalated as he lurched to his feet. I rose quickly, as did the lords and nobles at the flanking tables.

The music stopped, and with it, most dancing and conversation. A few buoyant couples took longer to notice than the rest, but finally, complete silence settled on the hall. The king swept down from the dais and shoved his way roughly out of the hall, sending courtiers scuttling backward to avoid his path.

The doors closed firmly behind him as I stood frozen, unsure of what to do. Finally, Lord Roth, one of my father’s advisors, took his seat and waved an arm at the musicians. They struck up their tune again, and mercifully, the crowd returned to their merrymaking, if a bit more cautiously than before.

I sank into my seat, wishing I were invisible. Food was heaped on my plate, my wine glass filled. I willed the feast to be over. My insides felt like a tangled jumble of wriggleweed, and therefore, the smells that wafted off my plate nauseated me.

When the tables were finally cleared, I set my expression into a smile and did as I was told. I danced with the lords, who dutifully led me through the courtly sets. My skin prickled with an everlasting blush of shame; to be plucked from years of seclusion, shaken like a puppet, and told to dance before a crowd was too much a thing of my nightmares, yet here I was. It also seemed likely that my partners were enjoying themselves no more than I, but they had no desire to suffer my father’s temper.

When the oily-voiced Lord Vasili handed me off to the last of them, my cheeks ached from their forced smile. Lord Roth was the least indulgent of my father’s advisors, from what I’d heard, and he chuckled under his breath as he took my hand and led me to the front of the couples. He was of an indeterminate age, somewhere above fifty, and his figure was small and wiry, whereas Lord Gifrey’s was walrus-like. Lord Roth’s grey hair was pulled back into a tidy queue, and his eyes were bright, unlike the rheumy, dull gaze of Lord Vasili.

“I’m sorry to see your birthday feast trouble you so, Your Highness,” he said. “Allow me to make it up to you. My hip pains me tonight. I will take pity on you if you take pity on me. Come, I’ve a partner for you who is closer to your own age.”

He raised his hand and beckoned toward the crowd at the periphery of the dance floor. With a swiftness belying his cool expression, a fair-haired young man materialized at his side.

“Your Highness, allow me to introduce you to Sir Corin of East Solis. His family is old, well connected, and willing to serve. Please, dance with him tonight, converse and enjoy yourselves! But come tomorrow, he will serve you silently. He has been appointed captain of your personal guard. It is a high honor.”

“I have no need of a personal guard, my lord,” I said, politely nodding to Sir Corin.

The young man looked down at me with an expression of careful geniality.

“Of course you do, Your Highness,” Lord Roth responded firmly. “As you know, on the occasion of your nineteenth birthday, your father intended . . . intends . . . to officially announce you as his successor.”

I regarded Lord Roth impassively. So it had been said on every birthday of mine for the past five years, amid gathering rumors that he would wait until I married to announce my official succession, then hand the reins of future leadership to my husband. My father had made no secret of the fact that he’d hoped to sire a son to inherit the throne, but all of his sporadic efforts to find another queen to bear him children had failed.

Lord Roth continued on kindly, “He did mean to honor you with the declaration of it tonight, but it will be official soon, nevertheless. His disappointment in this evening shall wane, do not worry.” Lord Roth released me, then stepped back into the crowd and melted from view.

Sir Corin extended a courteous hand, and I accepted with my continual strained smile. I nearly jerked my hand back at his touch, however, startled by a sharp jolt that seemed to bite into my skin. I stared at my hand, resting lightly on the larger, tanned one. My governess used to tell me stories, soothing distractions for moments like this, when my invisible secret threatened to become visible. Only she knew about the unnatural sparks of energy, hungry for purpose and outlet, that flamed to peculiar life and could flare from my fingertips if I was not vigilant. Given my father’s erratic temperament, it was best only she knew. The stories were lovely, but powerless to calm me now.

“Shall we, Princess?” Sir Corin asked, inclining his head. Perhaps he hadn’t noticed.

The jolt had subsided, but a familiar, cold shiver sparked to life in my veins and then unfurled throughout me, stronger than I’d felt before. Usually it was little more than the merest flicker, which was hard enough to control in small measure. With difficulty, I forced myself to meet Sir Corin’s eyes. They were a dark brown, and were looking down at me with cool politeness. If he’d noticed anything unusual, he hid it well.

I nodded and adjusted my smile, which had slipped. “Of course.”

The dance he led me through was more energetic than the ceremonial airs the lords had chosen, but unfortunately, not so sprightly as to prevent conversation. I knew it was my duty to begin and to show an interest in him as one of my father’s subjects. It was hard to focus on pleasantries, however, when it took so much of my concentration to subdue the very different sort of dance taking place beneath my skin. An insistent buzz began to gather in my palms, making me itch to release Sir Corin.

“Have you been here before?” I began, trying to concentrate on the steps.

“To the palace?”

“Yes. To one of my father’s celebrations perhaps? I do not frequent the feasts.” Quite an obvious understatement, as I was famously sequestered.

“Of course,” he said simply.

I nodded, hoping he would elaborate, but he said nothing more. The other couples brushing past us laughed and conversed merrily.

“You are from East Solis?” I focused on my breathing, forcing my concentration to separate from the peculiar energy swirling through me.

His eyes flicked briefly to mine. “Yes, Your Highness.”

“How do you like Felaurum?” I could feel perspiration beading at my temples.

My partner didn’t look at me as he responded with a question of his own. “Does Your Highness ever go into the city?”

“My father is very protective.” The tightness in my voice likely betrayed my fixed smile. “As I’m sure you’ve heard.”

“It’s just as well. I am only curious why you should ask, unless you know of some secret corner that does not fester with pestilence. Not many who have had the misfortune of navigating its mud-slung streets, thick with the dying and bereaved, would ask such a question in all seriousness.”

I blinked as if I’d been dashed in the face with cold water. “The ground-burnings are a terrible thing, but the royal city is not—cannot be so bad.”

He glanced down at me then, eyes narrowed. “You’ve truly not seen it, then?”

I felt my face grow hot. Of course I hadn’t. My father would flay me before he would allow me to roam the streets.

“Or perhaps you’re all so used to the foul air, you forget what a day clear of poison looks like. But there are many who cannot breathe easy here.” His tone tapered off, as if he’d like to say more, but wouldn’t.

The curious energy rippled restlessly under my skin. While it was humiliating to be found ignorant of the state of my own city, I refused to care what the disapproving young man thought of me, as long as he and the rest of the room didn’t have occasion to wonder if I was literally the curse everyone said I was. My father would never let me see the light of day again, let alone take my rightful place as heir, if I was found to be unnatural.

As the unpleasant conversation served as a distraction from my more immediate problems, I floundered for a new topic.

“Have you been a guard long?”

A line appeared between his brows. “Your Highness . . . I am the elder son of the highest-ranking noble in East Solis.” He paused almost imperceptibly before naming his home.

His hand loosened at my waist, and I felt uncomfortably as if we were about to lose our rhythm.

When Corin continued, his tone grew even frostier. “I am also an undefeated tourney champion and a sworn knight of Stelauris. So, no. I have not had the pleasure of serving guard duty.”

His eye contact, so lacking before, was now unwavering. His brown eyes were startling in their haughty intensity. I had clearly offended him. I opened my mouth to respond, then shut it again. I was not going to apologize. I fixed my smile over his shoulder, and we finished the dance in silence, his offended words hanging between us, unacknowledged.

Finally, the music swelled in a boisterous crescendo, signaling the end of the dance. I released his hand quickly and clasped both of mine in front of me. They trembled, but were no longer itching with the need to blast apart pottery with lightning bolts—or whatever it was that they truly wanted when that unearthly spark caught flame.

“Thank you for the dance. I expect I shall feel very safe with you as my guard,” I said, not caring if my tartness was heard or not. My head was beginning to pound, and I wanted nothing more than to be in my quiet chamber.

Sir Corin offered a slight bow and took his leave.

Somehow, I got through the rest of the evening. My overstimulated senses eventually dulled with fatigue and watered wine, and I was finally allowed to return to my chamber. Depleted, I sat on my bed and stared at the sky through my open shutters. The moon was so full that its cold, pale light washed out the stars. I looked down at my hands, which felt perfectly ordinary now, then pressed them against my eyes, blocking the ethereal light. The only advantage to the loneliness that sank into the deepest part of me was that there was no one to see my tears.
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Hunger and Humiliation

CORIN

Corin surveyed the crumbling cakes on the refreshment table with glum disappointment. Desiccated fruits, soaked in alcohol, studded the dry, picked-over remains of the desserts. He missed the bursting, fresh fruits of home, tasting of sunshine and lightly salted from the ocean breeze. He turned away, faintly queasy.

“It was always her little rebellion, you know.”

The murmur came from the vicinity of Corin’s elbow. Lord Vasili stood too near, finishing off a pastry and sucking dusting sugar from his fingertips. Vasili’s eyes, too wide in his shriveled face and red rimmed from drink, followed Princess Seren as she was escorted from the hall. Corin glanced at the princess, stiff backed as she quit the room, then away again. He’d have plenty of opportunities to study the back of her head when he was glued to her presence for the indefinite future. Vasili held his glass out for a refilling, and a page trotted forward with a flagon.

“The queen would never wear what he told her, especially the gifts, no matter how lovely, how costly. Dullard.” Vasili tossed back the fresh glass of wine as Corin looked on in distaste. “Always showed up in plain silks and dull”—he waved his hand to fill in the words he could not find—“dull . . . overall appearance. Never wore the jewels, the magnificent gowns. It seemed intended to annoy His Majesty.”

“And I assume it worked?”

Lord Vasili squinted up at Corin, but he made no answer. Instead, he grasped the taller man’s arm to steady himself. “Well, that’s the whole royal family off to bed. I can drink better grog in my own chambers, so I’m off as well.” He held his grip on Corin’s arm, however, his leering stare tracing the princess’ retreat. “You take up your post tomorrow?”

“Yes,” Corin responded tersely. He forced himself to relax his tone and smile a little. “However, I had hoped to meet with His Majesty’s council this evening. I don’t suppose you and your peers would still be willing to . . .”

Vasili grunted a wheezing chuckle. “Do I look in a fit state to hear your complaints, or what have you?” He clutched harder at Corin’s arm as he laughed.

Corin moved his arm so Vasili was forced to release him. He was in no mood to curry favor. Either the council would meet with him tonight or they wouldn’t.

The soused lord tilted, his heavy robes sweeping the floor, before regaining his balance. “Lord Roth secured the position for you?”

“He did,” Corin responded, his tone colorless. It was as close to polite as he could manage. He longed to leave the feast himself, now that he knew nothing useful would come of it.

“A plum role for a young, ambitious knight. You’re the king’s man, then,” Vasili said, raising his voice slightly as he began shuffling toward one of the many arches that lined the hall and led into torchlit corridors. “A true and loyal Stelaurian.” He peered back at Corin. “But even the most loyal have their limits . . . and their price. You come to me if you ever need a friendly ear and find Roth to be a disinterested audience. I’m an excellent listener. But not tonight!” He wheezed a laugh. “Not tonight.”

Corin glanced around, instinctively concerned that Lord Vasili’s injudicious words had been overheard. But the guests were dwindling rapidly, and no one paid the drunk lord and newly appointed royal guardsman any mind. Unsteady couples and noisy knots of courtiers clustered around the arches and spilled into the winding corridors, making their way to more private celebrations. The music played on at a lagging tempo, and the guests who stayed were picking over the remains of the feast and swilling the dregs of the wine.

Corin felt sick. The kingdom was desperate for leadership and aid, withering away and teetering on the brink of another poison season, yet King Ormand only managed to part with his gold to import candles, sweetmeats, and party guests.

Corin did not stay to watch Lord Vasili’s wobbly retreat. He strode across the room to exit on the opposite end, where he could more quickly access the guard barracks. He was unable to squeeze past a tipsy threesome making their way through the archway that led toward the inner bailey, and was instead forced to wait as they tottered and wedged themselves through the doorway, wigs askew, clutching at one another and giggling. Corin was struck with a dizzying slap of homesickness and exhaustion.

Once finally free of the musky, stifling air of the great hall and into air that almost felt clean in comparison, Corin crossed the torchlit bailey and went through the unmanned gate that led to the barracks and practice fields.

Glancing back, he cast an irritated eye over the spired north tower of the Gilded Palace. Without remorse, he considered the fact that he had not been entirely truthful with the princess when they’d danced. He had indeed served guard duty, many times in fact, as a young squire on the island of Noveris. He’d never seen so much as a blade of East Solis grass, but no one cared enough about the forgotten eastern holdings to check the story. He had only been elevated to knighthood as recently as his hurried arrival in Felaurum a fortnight ago. Joining the Golden Guard was not what he’d come to the capital city of Stelauris to do, and becoming personal watchdog to the mad princess rankled.

And she was clearly well on her way to madness; his suspicions were all but confirmed during their ill-fated dance. Her focus had been off, her hands twitchy. An air of paranoia hung about her. He almost regretted his part of the exchange—perhaps it hadn’t been fair to release some of his defiance on someone so clearly ignorant. But she represented the larger problem, and he would never bring himself to forgive the passivity of the royal family.

The guard barracks lay between the palace and the sprawl of training yards, paddocks, and tourney fields. The outer bailey of the Gilded Palace was vast on the western side, its walls jutting out to encompass the grounds, which the king commanded be kept separate from the rest of the city. Very little nature grew in the crisscrossing streets of cobblestone and mud, but within the bailey, one could almost forget that its verdant grounds were surrounded by a packed, grimy city rather than green countryside.

“Sir Corin!”

Corin halted his approach to the low wooden barracks and turned, surprised to see Lord Roth striding forward, cutting a striking figure in his ceremonial robes despite his slight frame. Corin offered a bow.

“How may I be of service to your lordship?” He kept the bite out of his tone with effort. Lord Roth commanded more respect than that sloshed schemer, Lord Vasili, but he was still the one responsible for Corin’s current circumstances.

“Sir Corin, I’m happy to have caught up with you,” Lord Roth said. “Will you walk with me?”

Corin followed the other man’s lead, and they made their way toward the dark tourney fields, on which a spectral moonlit mist was settling.

“I wanted to apologize for my lack of organization since your arrival. I know the matter of the Noveris ports is very important to you—”

“It is.”

“—and you’d like to see the situation resolved as soon as possible.”

“I would. I believe time is of the essence.” Corin wondered if this nighttime stroll indicated that he would not, in fact, be allowed to petition the full council. “Lord Roth, I need a council audience. I’ve seen the wasted fields and the city brimming with death. I know what awaits Noveris if you risk her contamination. The island has only remained insulated from the poison seasons because of its policy of keeping the ports closed every summer. Since we lost our representation on the council last season, we’ve laid out our concerns very clearly, and yet have been ignored.”

“But has not the economy stagnated as a result?” Lord Roth asked as they meandered further onto the dark field. “Noveris is so far from the mainland, that surely what little trade you could receive in the summers would be a blessing. Sir Corin, I understand you wish to protect your land and your people—”

“Wish to protect them?” Corin interrupted sharply. “From a devastating blight that pierces to the heart of the kingdom’s summers, lays waste to fields, contaminates drinking water, and wrenches away lives in their prime with indiscriminate gluttony? Lord Roth, I have to protect them from ground-burnings that fill the air with a smog so poisonous that one can’t move ten paces through the city without stumbling over a poor soul that succumbed.”

He wouldn’t soon forget his first day in Felaurum. Many in the squalid city were refugees from burned farmlands—the hacking coughs and blackened gums marked the sufferers for the pyre as surely as the oozing X the physicians carved into the hollows of their throats. He took a moment to expel the images.

“Do you never leave the palace? Do none within its walls die of the poisonous air? The victims are not confined to the wasted farmlands, and they are not few. Wealthy and poor alike cluster to Felaurum to escape the toxic air of the ground-burnings, but here it clearly finds them nevertheless. Surely you can see that this is less about my wishes for Noveris and more a matter of pure survival—”

“The king believes, however,” Lord Roth cut in smoothly, “that opening the ports would allow the island to flourish again. You cannot deny it is no longer a wealthy territory.” Roth rubbed his hands together in the chilly night air and directed their walk so that they strolled the long oval of the jousting ground.

Corin worked to bring his pulse down and level his voice. “Better to be alive, surely? Perhaps His Majesty has not been surrounded by the tear-streaked faces of orphans, coughing until they are bent and sick in the street, and the empty eyes of childless mothers. Is the wealth his provinces bring him all that His Majesty cares about? Would he see Noveris devastated by poison, its small population wiped out—and for what? A chance to tax our goods year-round? There will be nothing left to tax as soon as a mainland ship bearing contaminated grain docks in one of our ports!”

Corin stopped walking, forcing Lord Roth to pause his own tread, and attempted to reel in some of his desperation and appeal with logic.

“Stelauris has only survived as long as it has because the mainland is large enough to accommodate well-separated waters and fields. Because many of the provinces take their own precautions, not because of any action by the king or his council. Noveris is more fragile. Most of our freshwater sources are interconnected—water contamination would be impossible to isolate and would affect every living thing on the island. And we only have a handful of fields as it is. Once one is condemned to a burning, they all will be.”

Lord Roth’s face was in shadow, so Corin could only guess at his expression. To his surprise, the lord began to chuckle softly.

“I must say, I thought I had my work cut out for me following our previous meetings. You were quite reserved in Noveris, you know. Very wise, of course, but very confusing. As to your question: It is all he cares about, Sir Corin.”

“What?”

“Wealth,” Lord Roth stated. “You have the right of it. Greed has marked King Ormand’s reign for decades. And now, as his mind quickens its descent into emptiness, avarice still remains. It’s all he knows. Well, that and his desire for a son to succeed him.”

Corin said nothing, but glanced toward the palace. They were likely a hundred yards away from anyone who could overhear, and yet his neck prickled with unease. “Why are you telling me this?”

Lord Roth began walking again, quicker now, putting more space between them and the palace.

“A malignant fungus does not distress the king so long as he can remain in the palace and import ale, water, and supplies . . . further weakening the untouched corners of his kingdom, such as Noveris. Nor as long as he retains three food tasters. He will not meet with you. You are better off if the king’s council is not reminded of Noveris’ existence at all, at this point. Most who were of sound mind and moral character have long since abandoned the chambers, your representative among them. Only Lord Vasili and Lord Chamberlain Gifrey’s words carry any weight.” He paused. “Once, my own did as well, but I am frequently overruled and outnumbered. There is too much that is alluring about advising a weak-minded king for honorable intentions to prevail.”

“Then why did you encourage me to come here when we first met?” Corin challenged. “You promised an audience with the council and a chance for me to advocate for Noveris.”

“Our meeting was no whim on my part.” Lord Roth’s voice was solemn, but Corin sensed suppressed excitement. “I visited Noveris, not only to warn the exiled island keepers of the king’s intentions to open the ports, but to find you, specifically.”

Corin found his patience wearing thin. “And why is that?”

Lord Roth chuckled again. “Do you truly not suspect the source of my interest? The heirs of Noveris come from a highly significant banished line. Surely your parents did not conceal from you your lineage.”

Corin shot him a quick glance. “Of course I am aware of my lineage. The banishment of my ancestors was an unintended gift. But the usurping line has occupied the throne for so long now, it can hardly matter. And you’ve said it yourself—it suits the men in power to serve a mad king—or rather, have him serve them.”

“It suits them for now, but the inconveniences will soon outweigh the benefits and the bloom will fade.” Lord Roth halted and faced him. “You leave the politics to me, Sir Corin. I will address the matter of the Noveris ports when the time is right.”

His voice lowered. “I want you to clearly understand the possible outcome of your presence here now. I arranged your knighthood upon your arrival, not only because your birth and achievements warrant it tenfold, but because it is high time you took your place among the nobility and made a name for yourself. For now, be patient—continue to claim East Solis as your homeland and complete your period of service as all new knights do. I will take care of the rest. And once your post as the princess’ guard is fulfilled, you will be well positioned in the household.”

“For what?” Years of frustration, resentment, and very recent grief crested, nearly stealing Corin’s breath. Lord Roth placed both hands firmly on his shoulders, a fatherly gesture that caused his tentatively healing heart wound to split open again.

“To take the crown that should be yours and save us all—not only Noveris, but the whole cursed kingdom—from a mad, greedy king and his mentally incompetent heir.”
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SEREN

I rose early the next morning in the wake of a bitter, sleepless night, and went into my smithy. As my father usually preferred to pretend that I did not exist, my tower was a largely undisturbed place. Therefore, my small bedchamber and set of workrooms, tucked far out of the way from the lavish chambers of the king and frequent courtier guests, were private to me and my former governess Meline. The high, echoing ceilings, marble columns, and stately architecture of my workrooms were incongruous with their contents: a small library, worktables, shelves crowded with supplies for my various studies, a large, well-used loom, and my smithy. The smithy was really just a small, octagonal space at the back of my set of workrooms, with a large fireplace and a window that I usually kept open. Over the years, I’d managed to stock the small room with charcoal, bellows, buckets, metal-working tools, strips of leather, and pots of grit—even a small anvil. It was my favorite place to work.

As I bent over my task, I tried to give all of my attention to the clinging, barbed strands of the silverwheat I was separating for later use, but thoughts of the feast rolled through my mind. My neck and eyes ached, though the tears of last night were long gone, replaced by a grim stoniness that settled throughout my whole body.

I had failed my father, the court had maligned me, and my newly appointed personal guard already seemed revolted by me. And the strangeness that had been all too easy to hide while I remained tucked out of society had decided to flare nearly out of control at the worst moment. If I could escape and live my life deep in a forest as a hedgewitch, I would do so in a heartbeat. Scorned though they were, they were left to their own devices.

A click in the lock of the outer chamber told me that Meline had found me. A retroactive wave of last night’s humiliation passed over me, but I stayed where I was, stripping a fresh stalk of silverwheat from its papery pod.

“Seren?” Meline’s voice called.

Her footsteps approached, and I glanced up as she entered. The morning sun gilded the brown eyes behind her spectacles the color of summer wheat, and a cool breeze drifted in through the open window and ruffled her dark hair. While my official need for a governess had expired and her role had shifted to that of a royal companion, she still exuded authority.

I frowned at the anxious expression in her eyes. “What is it?”

“You must get dressed quickly. The king demands an audience.”

My stomach knotted. It never boded well when my father took the trouble to summon me. “Is it about the dress?”

“Perhaps. Come quickly.”

“Why didn’t you tell me there was a different gown I was meant to wear? He—he made a bit of a scene.” I tried to speak offhandedly, but knew I’d failed when I saw her pained expression. I turned to fasten the shutters so my neat silverwheat piles would not blow all over the table while I was gone.

“I didn’t know about it until after you had gone down to the banquet.” We made our way out of the workrooms, and Meline carefully locked the door behind us. She looked pale. “It was delivered to your door with a note, but by then, it was too late. They took it away again. I hope the seamstresses will not be punished.”

We entered my chamber and quickly began to ready me for the audience.

“I’m sorry last night was difficult,” Meline said quietly, taking a hairpin out of her mouth and sliding it into my braided coil of hair.

“Have people been talking?”

She didn’t respond.

“It was worse than you’ve heard, probably. If you can imagine that.”

“How so?” There were no false reassurances from her. She knew me too well to think it would help.

I didn’t know how to explain. I settled for giving her a significant glance in the mirror of my vanity table and wiggling my fingers.

“Really? Well I haven’t heard anything that bad, so you must have concealed it well enough.”

“I thought it was going to burst out of my skin . . . whatever it is. But nothing happened, other than me looking twitchier than usual.”

She regarded me in the mirror. “Have you been working on what I told you? It will be more important now than ever, if you father is truly ready to bring you out regularly.”

Instead of answering, I tried to bury the thought. Meline was as in the dark as I was about the strange sensation that plagued me during my dance with Sir Corin. It would occasionally spring to life as I bent over some new endeavor, disrupting my senses and itching for some form of release. I’d given in once—with no foreknowledge or preparation, I’d mentally pushed the flickers of whatever it was into a potion that wouldn’t set, and the entire bottle had shattered. Meline used to try to distract me from it physically, but her method had become more instructive, and she often suggested that I attempt to isolate the sensation and store it for future use, when I knew how to use it. Or more practically, just to get it out of the way. This was much easier said than done. Sparks of it escaped of their own accord occasionally, but thankfully with no more damage than a singed apron.

“Don’t think about it for now.” Meline urged me to my feet. “You handled it last night and you can handle it again.”

When I was scrubbed, tidied, and laced into what we hoped was an acceptable gown for the audience with the king, I stepped out into the hall.

I hesitated in surprise when I saw two guards standing smartly outside the door. They were dressed in full liveried armor, and held golden-tipped javelins. One of them was Sir Corin. His brown eyes stared straight ahead. The other guard was a tall, thickset young man with a disarming smattering of freckles on his dark cheeks. He also stared blankly ahead. I set off down the hall, and they immediately followed. It seemed that my personal guard had been officially deployed.

I made my way down the curving corridors of polished marble, my guards marching two steps behind on either side of me. I pretended they weren’t there. Making conversation now felt pointless after my disastrous attempts last night.

My summons had directed me to meet with the king in his private parlor. Thankfully, it was too early still for much of the court and guests of the feast to bestir themselves, and I did not pass more than a handful of gawkers as we passed through spacious galleries and winding corridors, all the way to the heart of the Gilded Palace. The palace was old, but had undergone significant renovations while my mother was pregnant with me. It was cut from a smooth, creamy marble, which was inlayed with bright strands of gold that streamed across the stone. The gold threads grew thicker and more plentiful toward the center of the palace, as if the veins all flowed to the heart and wrapped themselves around the king’s chamber.

I was used to staying where the threads were thin, nearly imperceptible wisps, where the marble was dull from dust and a lack of proper polish and attention. I never knew exactly why I was squirreled away, never permitted to even walk the corridors unless summoned, and I was rarely summoned. Meline didn’t answer any questions that she did not wish to, but I’d gleaned enough to suspect that my father could not bear the sight of a daughter who should have been a son. To add to the insult, I took entirely after my late mother—the unsuitable queen he’d possessed for only a short time.

My breaths grew shorter, and I walked faster as the veins of gold in the marble widened to shimmering ropes, then thick bands that swirled around columns outside the chambers, declaring the quarters of the king.

I knocked on the smooth, red wood of the double doors, and they immediately swung inward, opened by a matching set of footmen.

“You two wait here,” I said to my guards.

“Bring them in!” came the strained, barking voice of my father.

A flush crept up my neck as I stepped through the door, guards at my heels. I did not care to have any more witnesses than were strictly necessary to what was sure to be a humiliating upbraiding.

Any lingering hopes of near privacy dissipated when I entered. King Ormand was not alone in his opulent parlor. He slumped, as though exhausted, on a brocade settee, surrounded by a small handful of guests who sat motionlessly before a spread of spiced wine and cakes. I glanced nervously at them as I approached, recognizing only one of them. The footmen closed the door silently behind me.

When I was a child, I was called to this parlor a scant few times. My audiences with my father were infrequent and always unexpected. We would sit in silence for an hour, and I would breathe cautiously, so as not to gag at the stench of the massive tanned hides that crowded the floor and walls, and try not to squirm under the inevitable disappointment accompanying his scrutiny. Any sign of rudeness or impatience would earn me a kick to the shin, a blow to the ear, or at minimum, an ear-splitting tirade. The smell of expensive fur oils and dried skins still hung mustily in the air, and the hated scent seemed to instantly reduce me to a cowardly ten-year-old.

All of the seats were full, so I stood awkwardly at the edge of the party. My father looked at me without speaking, but the one guest I knew by sight sprang to his feet. It was Sir Kaius, captain of the Golden Guard, a thick-muscled, sun-browned fellow of middle age, with silver-threaded hair. He was dressed in a gold-stamped leather jerkin and black cloak. I had a view of the training yards from my tower and had watched him drill the Guard.

“Please, be seated, Your Highness,” he said with a bow, indicating his chair.

I sat with a wary nod.

My father’s eyes flitted to Sir Kaius. “The princess will sit when I bid her sit,” he stated curtly.

The captain looked uncomfortably between my father and me. I started to rise, slowly.

“I beg your pardon, Your Majesty,” Sir Kaius began. “I did not mean to—”

“Sit, Seren,” my father commanded.

Sir Kaius’s mouth closed, and I lowered myself back down cautiously.

Silence stretched over the room, as no one dared to speak next. Even the clink of cups stilled as we waited for my father to make the next move. He drummed his many-ringed fingers atop the arm of his settee and stared moodily at a half-eaten cake on the table before him. He began to hum tunelessly, seemingly unaware of our presence in the room for that moment.

I wanted to inspect the people surrounding my father, but the slightest shift in my attention would surely be noticed. I watched him with tight impatience, but as the moments stretched on, my taut muscles began to loosen, and an odd vacancy began to replace the grip of my father’s presence. He’d played this game before; I always survived.

Very deliberately, I reached for a cup of wine. A nervous ripple charged the atmosphere, and a few guests shifted in their seats when I added a dusting of sugar to the cup and then stirred. My spoon clinked sharply in the deafening silence. With my throat squeezing in suppressed fear, I sent an insincere smile across the polished table to a woman with a very high silver bouffant atop her head and an aghast expression frozen on her face.

“This.”

All focus shifted from me to my father, who eyed me with a deep frown furrowing his dark brow. “This is why we are all here.”

“Father?” I set down the cup. I hadn’t wanted to drink that anyway. I swallowed hard in spite of my feigned nonchalance.

“Seren, let me spell it out for you. But first, an apology.” His pouched eyes were unblinking. “Yes. I must apologize to you and everyone in this kingdom for the hope I harbored in my heart of producing a male heir, a hope which has withered away, leaving behind only you. An unpolished, unmarried woman, wholly unfit for the future that awaits her. The people of Stelauris deserve a champion for an heir and all they have is . . . you.”

I stared at him silently, wondering how I was meant to respond to this so-called apology. There was no right answer. There never was.

“And now, your apology.”

I forced myself not to look around at the others gathered in the room. Before I could begin a stuttering apology for being born female, his voice resounded again.

“The gown, Seren. The gown of pure, suncast gold threads, commissioned for you.”

Comprehension dawned. I released my breath a little. Somehow, in the confusion of the moment, I’d forgotten about the gown I had unwittingly rejected. A small part of me was pleased that I was not expected to apologize, before all of these strangers, for who I was. But the near-wild, inexplicable anguish in his eyes still sent me spinning, fighting to right myself.

“Of course, Father. I am so sorry to have disappointed you in my apparel last night. As . . . as I said, it was not ready for me—”

“And it won’t be,” he declared and sat back in his seat to survey me with unaccountable satisfaction. “I’ve had it burned.”

Before I could blink at the waste, he shrugged. “Or perhaps I will, I haven’t decided.” He straightened with an abrupt change of subject. “Your training has been lacking. I have, for far too long, left you to stagnate under the care of nothing more than a nursemaid—and it shows.” His lip curled, and he looked around at his other guests, who clearly had no idea how they were meant to react. A woman in an orange silk fluttered her hands on her lap as if she wished to offer a response but was as flummoxed as everyone else.

“I have assembled here a team of tutors for you. It’s a disgrace to have to renew your lessons after all these years—and you likely too old to learn. But I cannot expect Stelauris to celebrate you as you are. No suitor has shown his face in months. Years.”

I held my breath tensely as he regarded me with mystified disgust. “From now on, you will spend your days in the care of these tutors. They will polish you. Strengthen you. Make something better of you, if they value their positions and newfound status. You will train diligently for the task before you. Only when you are worthy will you be formally proclaimed the crown princess, heir to my throne. I hope to see marked improvement by the High Summer Tourney Feast.”

He leaned forward, perceptibly driving his point home. “The people do not like you, Seren. I must now do everything I can to change that. Do you understand? You will not humiliate me again, Girl.” His eyes fixed on me coldly.

I knew I’d made a mistake when I felt the small flame of defiance flicker through my composure. He moved so quickly that I had hardly time to draw breath for my response. He sprang from his chair and leaned over me, cupping my jaw in his large, hard-ringed hand, and squeezing until tears pooled in my eyes. His face, now far too close, blurred before me.

“I said, do you understand?” Flecks of spittle hit my skin.

“Yes, Father,” I whispered. He knew nothing of humiliation.
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The Scourge

SEREN

I spent the next several weeks becoming acquainted with my new tutors, all of whom had been the guests in my father’s parlor. None of them made mention of the scene my father had made, and for that I was grateful. But my gratefulness could not extend to actually enjoying my time learning from most of them. My education from Meline had been thorough, but I stoically submitted to the extended studies in comportment, dance, diplomacy, and politics. One area of study, however, was most welcome.

Sir Kaius was tasked with overseeing my training in combat arts. This was one discipline where I had not been given any prior formal instruction. Now, I was officially trained in hand-to-hand combat, archery, and riding. Sir Kaius was a brusque man, but fair. He set me lessons with the horse master every other morning, and my riding eventually became adequate as I grew comfortable with the horses. The horse master occasionally allowed me to take a few passes at the quintain with a heavy lance. It was good exercise, but I tired of it quickly, preferring a brief, brisk canter around the fields. My combat and archery lessons, I assumed, were only for show—to indicate that the princess’ education had been well-rounded—but Sir Kaius made it clear he intended me to excel. Three days a week I spent an hour shooting, and four days I spent two hours in hand-to-hand combat and strength training. For the sparring bouts, he picked men at random to fight me and barked orders and instruction at us both.

I spent each bout drenched in sweat and embarrassment. While I craved the training, the men clearly held back, and I sensed they did not enjoy the regular task of sparring with me. I saw no good in allowing my father’s fighting force to grow in disdain for his heir, but I did as I was told.

One mist-sodden morning, well into my new training regimen, I reported to the combat fields for my sparring session. I already perspired and stank of horse, but my muscles were warm and primed, no longer stiff and sore from disuse. I found that I was looking forward to my sparring bouts, in spite of my self-consciousness. I had been holding my own more and more often, or at least it felt that way to me, and gradually the bouts were beginning to feel more satisfying. I liked the weight of the sword in my grip and the way the stances and blows were becoming natural. I liked that it made my blood race from excitement, and not because of that stirring strangeness that so often fought for an outlet.

As I entered the yard, the men around me roared with exertion as they lifted sandbags and millstones, or grunted in concentration as they trained for melee with various weaponry. The morning sun glared off of training armor and the clank of steel against steel and wood resounded through the yard. The air was as fetid and dense as it always was this deep into the summer, but the mood on the yard was more determined and boisterous than usual today. The High Summer Tourney was nearly upon us, and traditionally, a handful of knights from the Golden Guard were selected to compete, along with knights of bordering territories.

Sir Kaius inclined his head briefly when he saw me, and then scanned the crowd of soldiers for a sparring partner for me.

“You there! Argan. Come here,” he bellowed to a young man who strained with muscles bulging under the weight he was lifting.

The soldier dropped the stone into the dust at his feet, then approached, wiping sweat out of his eyes.

“Sir?” He stood at attention.

“You are to spar with Princess Seren this morning. Short swords.” Sir Kaius jerked his head to a squire, who quickly ran off to get the blunted practice weapons.

“But, sir, the tourney—”

“Soldier!” Sir Kaius barked, interrupting the young man with a flint-eyed stare.

I felt my face flush, and I looked away. Although I sometimes sensed that I was a waste of the soldiers’ time, they never complained aloud. My fledgling confidence began to dissipate.

“Yes, sir.” The soldier took his place opposite me as I accepted my weapon and slid my wrist through the leather straps of the round shield.

When I looked up from carefully adjusting my straps, Argan was watching me with an air of exaggerated patience. I assumed my fighting stance, and he bowed to me. Then he charged.

I sidestepped quickly, but he pivoted instead of losing control, and brought his practice sword down hard upon my shield. The force of it sent a shock of pain up my arm.

While I did not like when the soldiers held back, I felt uneasy as Argan attacked again.

“Your sword arm, Princess!” Sir Kaius shouted, and I raised my weapon just in time to block another blow.

Yet again, the force of it was hard enough to make me wince in pain. Then, that cold, frightfully familiar something shivered through my veins. I was startled by the immediate, energetic presence.

Dread mounted into panic as Argan’s sword locked with mine, and he shoved against me with his shield, harder and harder, until I fell backward. He approached slowly and beckoned to me with his sword, a mocking smile on his lips.

I stood shakily and raised my sword for a shoulder attack. The shiver in my veins grew to an indignant fizz that raced through me, desperate to be set free. I clenched every muscle, willing my body to suppress the mounting wildness, much stronger than I’d ever felt.

It had flared out before—but this was different. This was a tide that I could not hold back. I knew it, but I swung anyway.

My sword connected with the edge of Argan’s shield, a surge released, and the thick wood splintered. Argan stumbled back, barely keeping to his feet. His shield hung limply from an arm deadened with numbness. My own sword hand stung, but I barely felt it. The flow of power was still rattling through me, energized and joyful to have been allowed a release.

Argan’s eyes hardened at the surprised guffaws that followed his awkward backward scramble. Gaining his footing, he charged me without compunction, shaking his shield away to the ground. Gripping his single-handed short sword in both hands, he raised it over me and slashed vertically. A head attack.

Instinctively, I opened my stance, sidestepping lightly and swiftly. It was just in time. The heavy blow came down, glancing against my shield, and the tip of Argan’s blade buried itself in the dirt. Seeing his exposed wrists, I stomped down on them, hard. Noises of interest rose from voices around us.

Argan yelled in pain and dropped his sword. He straightened and wrung his wrists, seething. Instead of pressing my advantage, I took several quick steps backward, anxious to put space between us. He picked up his sword and followed at a bound—he clearly had no intention of checking his pace. I raised my shield just in time, and his blow smashed into it with such force that it knocked me backward. I hit the ground hard on my back, and Argan’s momentum combined with his sword stuck in my shield brought him down with me. I rolled out of his way as he crashed to his knees with a grunt.

The savagery that was whirling through me like a tempest frightened me more than Argan’s furious strength. If I allowed it to release again, I didn’t know what would happen. Shaking, still pulling in air that couldn’t find my lungs, I released my weapons and pressed my fingertips into the dust of the training yard. It felt like the gathered flare had to go somewhere.

I closed my eyes, but nothing happened. The power swirled throughout me, impatient and resistant to being impotently released into the earth. I emitted an involuntary sound of panicked frustration as I struggled to maintain control, a noise which was doubtless interpreted as a shriek of fear as Argan got to his feet and stepped over my hunched body.

With a growl of frustration, he spat in the dust. He left his weapons and marched from the scene of the spar.

“What was that, Soldier?” Sir Kaius asked, his voice quieter than his usual training tone.

I stood quickly, struggling to hide my inner wrestling with an unknown force, and gathered my sword and shield. I was trembling, and feeling horribly foolish for it, but at least the roar in my veins was beginning to dull.

“I humored the princess, sir. But she’s obviously done.” Argan saluted and began ambling with deliberate calm back toward his weights.

“Soldier!” Sir Kaius’s bark was on full blast now.

Argan turned back and stood at attention. “Sir?”

“I ordered you to spar with the princess. Do you call that a bout?”

Argan’s smirk was replaced by a dark sullenness. “Waste of a real soldier’s time, that’s what this is. We all know it too,” he grumbled, nearly inaudibly.

My sword felt very heavy and awkward in my hand, and my face blazed. There were already men gathered nearby who had taken interest in the bout. Now the disturbance drew attention from the other soldiers on the field. All around us, men were slowing their activities and looking over in curiosity.

Sir Kaius approached Argan. Then he raised his hand and waved a pair of on-duty guards to his side. The two Golden Guards seemed to know what would happen next. They stood on either side of Argan and firmly grasped his upper arms. The color drained from Argan’s face.

“Ten lashes. This is your crown princess whom you dishonored here today. It should be double that.”

“No!” I blurted, my voice high and weak. Blood pounded in my head. “I’m not—” I let the sentence hang, unable to force the words past the tightness in my throat.

Sir Kaius did not take his eyes off of Argan. “For her sake, you only get ten this time.” He raised his voice so that no one in the vicinity could miss his words. “For a second offense, or anyone else caught grumbling against the princess or doing less than his duty by her, twenty lashes will be the minimum punishment.”

“Please, Sir Kaius—” My voice dropped away as my throat worked. I let my sword fall to the ground as I stepped forward, still vibrating slightly within my armor.

Sir Kaius turned to me as Argan was marched over to a pell used for sword-muscle training. The guards made him wrap his arms around the padded pole, then tied his hands together on the opposite side.

“Your Highness,” Sir Kaius said to me quietly, “you need the respect of these men.”

I finally managed to speak, to protest. “But they will despise me after this! Surely these sparring sessions are a waste of their time. It’s to no purpose anyway, just to make me appear competent and . . . well educated . . . and—”

Sir Kaius placed a hand heavily on my shoulder, and my stuttering voice fell silent. Argan stood as still as a statue, his muscles tense as he waited for the blows to fall. The Golden Guard waited patiently for their orders.

“Princess, it is much more than that.” Sir Kaius’s low voice was gruff. “Your father may have ordered your training for the future queen to achieve a smattering of battle knowledge, a worthy aim. But truly, it is of the utmost importance that you can defend your throne and yourself. Some of the soldiers understand that, and some do not.”

I glanced away uncomfortably, and he softened his tone slightly. “But they don’t need to understand, they need to obey orders. Some will need to be forced at first. But, Princess, most already see your dedication and clear progress.” I looked back at him in surprise. The line between his brows was severe. “You hold your own in sparring matches now more often than not, far more than they expected of you. Many of them respect that. Eventually, all will fall in behind you.”

It was all I could do to meet his steady gaze. He was in earnest. The squire placed the scourge into Sir Kaius’s hand, opening a pit of dread in my stomach.

“Stay and watch, Princess, and you will have taken another step toward winning their full allegiance.” He turned away from me and strode toward Argan.

A gentle wind blew the dense air of smoke and rot from the city across my face, and nausea swept over me. Sir Kaius firmly grasped the rough fabric at the nape of the soldier’s neck and tore away the back of his shirt. Then, without ceremony or hesitation, he swept his arm back and brought the scourge down hard across Argan’s bare back. The skin broke immediately under the first lash, and six stripes appeared as the blood slowly beaded to the surface. A small cry tore out of my throat, but Argan was silent. The men in the yard had all stopped their training and were circled around. Most watched the whipping, but some watched me.

The second lash elicited a grunt from Argan, and I wanted to look away. But the eyes on me were intense, so I forced myself to keep watching. I wished to be like stone, but I flinched at the wet slap of every blow. The next lash drew a groan. Argan’s muscles spasmed and shivered in the interminably long moment between each blow. I trained my eyes on Sir Kaius’s fist. It drew back, then threw the scourge forward, again and again. Argan’s skin shredded under the leather thongs, which streamed and flecked blood all over the dust of the yard. Ten was an enormous number, it was infinite. My breaths grew shorter and shorter.

Finally, the tenth blow landed on Argan’s back, and he sagged against the pell. The guards that had placed him there moved swiftly to untie him, but a bellow stilled their hands.

I froze, and the tears that had gathered painfully behind my eyes calcified. Please no. Not now. Sir Kaius tossed the bloody scourge on the ground and made a deep, stiff bow.

Slowly turning, I saw my fear realized. My father, flanked by four of his own personal guard, was approaching. His lank hair whipped around his face in the foul north wind, and his eyes were alight with interest.

“Kaius!” he yelled. “Who is that sad fellow there?”

“Your Majesty, I apologize for not dismissing your daughter before dispensing some necessary discipline this morning. She will not be subject to such violence again.”

My father did not slow his pace, but walked directly up to Argan, slumped bloody against the pell. “You’ve found yourself in a spot of trouble, haven’t you?” His voice was almost jocular as his eyes roved over the man’s torn back. I was the worst sort of coward, grateful to have his attention on Argan and not me. Grasping the back of Argan’s hair, he tipped his head back so that the half-conscious man squinted against the white sky. “Well, what did you do?”

A long silence followed the question, and I could practically feel my father’s mood shifting from jovial to a boiling rage in the interim. “Answer me,” he growled, pulling the man’s head back further.

“Your Majesty, if I may,” Sir Kaius interjected, approaching as one might a skittish horse. “He’s received his just discipline. The young man was . . . resentful of his orders to aid in Her Highness’ training this morning. Many of the men are overwrought concerning the upcoming tourney, but all has been rectified and there will be no more insubordination henceforth.”

King Ormand was silent for a long moment, staring at Sir Kaius. Respect for Sir Kaius’s steadiness under my father’s manic-eyed perusal began to soften the fear that bound me. My father released Argan’s hair and took a step away from the pell. I exhaled slowly.

“How many lashes?”

“He received ten, Your Majesty.”

“Ten. For resenting the princess?” His eyes were wide, almost innocent in their confusion. “Ten lashes for resenting my daughter, the royal princess?”

The gathered men stood frozen, as if hoping to escape notice. Sir Kaius stepped calmly over the scourge. “Well—no, Your Majesty . . . I mean yes. Ten. But none of the men resent—perhaps the word was poorly chosen—”

“Surely, you are not done?” His eyes searched Kaius’s face. My stomach churned. Then the purpling, vein-bulging rage was switched on, building beneath the king’s skin. “Surely,” the word was dangerously ragged, “the cost of disrespecting the crown—of resenting Her Royal—is double—nay, triple that—” He jerked a gesture wildly at the scourge on the ground, and instantly one of his personal guards scooped it up and passed it to him. It was grimed with a mud of blood and dirt.

And then—he could not be stopped. I watched numbly, the sky around me spinning and spinning as the king sought to right the wrong in his world. Argan was either dead or fully unconscious—his head flung back and his mouth open, his back an open mess of mangled flesh—by the time my father either tired or bored of meting out his righteous wrath.

Spent, he handed the scourge to Sir Kaius. Then, for the first time since his arrival on the field, he turned his attention to me. I watched him approach, seeing as if from outside my body, barely hanging on to consciousness myself. He gripped my arms with bloodstained fingers. At his touch, the churning in my blood sprang to life once more, and I shook beneath his hands, hating myself for it.

“You think you’re worth the loss of one of my men?” he whispered, his heaving breaths labored. His eyes traveled over my face, finally settling on my eyes, then quickly looking away. “Not yet.” He released me, then cuffed the side of my head with the back of his hand, hard but without conviction. He strode off the field without another word, and I watched with rigid helplessness as Sir Kaius called for a stretcher and carefully untied Argan.

I took a few steps forward. I had to know. “Sir Kaius, will he—”

“He is alive. We will attend to him, Highness. You’d best leave the yard. Lessons are over for today,” he spoke shortly as he and a guard strained under Argan’s weight.

I did not need to be told twice. I could not leave that bloody yard fast enough; I wished to never see it again. I turned and strode blindly off of the field. Desperate for the privacy of my chamber, I made my way quickly to the palace with my personal guard marching smartly at my heels.
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CORIN

Corin shared most of the daylight guarding hours with another young knight named Falon. The cheerful fellow seemed content in the position, solemn about the importance of his duty, and made light conversation when the hours outside Princess Seren’s room grew long. He cast Corin a worried glance when her chamber door shut behind her after the scene on the training yard. Her face had been a mask of stone as she marched away from the incident. Corin wondered how a young woman could watch a man lashed to shreds before her eyes, merely for the crime of finding her irritating, and do so without shedding a single tear. Her hands had shaken a bit when she unlocked her door, but otherwise there had been no reaction from her whatsoever.

“She won’t be out for hours after that disaster,” Falon muttered, leaning stiffly against the wall.

Yet within half an hour, she did emerge, cool and expressionless, for the two guards to escort her to her tea-taking lesson, or whatever the woman with the silver wig taught her. It was as if nothing unusual had happened.

For weeks now, the discreetly acknowledged fact that insanity ran deep in the royal family line had been revolving through Corin’s mind. It held a sudden pertinence to him. It was easy, now, to think that perhaps the lack of a proper, human reaction to such a traumatic event was to be expected of King Ormand’s daughter.

Finally, the long hours of escorting Princess Seren to and fro drew to an end for the day. The guards had rotating shifts with occasional substitutes, but generally the same four served the princess. Jens and Arc had first watch tonight, and Corin took his freedom with relief, leaving the two guards behind, Jens earnest and Arc in a constant state of looking for ways to enliven the mind-numbing duty. It was a devil of a task, on account of the sheer boredom.

While Falon often spent his free evenings courting or dicing, Corin took his off-duty hours in the barracks. He rarely saw the outside of the bailey walls anymore and had been craving the smell of the sea, but indulging in homesickness didn’t feel like a priority when he had to be back on duty after a short night’s sleep. He was dead tired.

Usually, the low rumble of exhausted men snoring or conversing after a long day of running formations or serving guard duty was gentle and dull, like waves breaking on the shore. But when Corin entered the long, main room of the barracks, dimly lit with low fires and smelling of woodsmoke, leather, and steel oils, a tension hung there. Spikes of hushed but heated discussion rippled over the room. Those who were quiet were awake and listening.

It was not difficult to guess the reason for the change in atmosphere. Corin’s bunk was near Argan’s, and as he made his way to it, heads came up and men stared warily in his direction. Some of the whispered conversations stilled as Corin passed. He realized that they likely assumed his role would make him more loyal to Princess Seren.

Argan lay on his stomach, back laid bare. Corin had seen men flogged before; it was not an uncommon form of punishment in the Guard, utilized to curb willful trainees or the blatantly disrespectful. But the king’s wild, unsteady hand had wrought a worse mess upon Argan’s back than was usual, and Corin’s stomach lurched at the sight of the mangled flesh, oozing in the open air. A medic had clearly been by and had slathered a yellowish goo over the wounds. The greasy ointment had slithered down Argan’s sides and stained his sheets. He lay with his head turned to the side, facing the room. He hissed a low, unbroken stream of curses and grievances, for which Corin could not blame him. His words were punctuated by the occasional moan. That all stopped when he saw Corin approach the neighboring bunk, and he glared darkly through a haze of pain.

Wordlessly, Corin sat on his bunk and began removing his boots. A friend of Argan’s, who had been among a cluster of men standing nearby and listening to the wounded man, turned a baleful eye on Corin.

“You going to report him for airing his just complaints, newblood? Get some more justice for your mistress? Look at him! He can’t take another lashing! God help him if the flesh sours from this one. Can’t even compete in the tourney now.”

Some of the surrounding men muttered in agreement.

“Of course I won’t report him,” Corin said evenly. He didn’t dare say more, either in defense of Princess Seren, or in Argan’s favor. He put his boots neatly by the bed, then stripped off his shirt. He couldn’t afford to get involved. His loyalty to the princess mustn’t be questioned, even if the sight of a man flogged for daring to speak against her made his blood boil.

“At least if the rumors are true, she’ll be married off and out of our hair by harvest. Lord Roth won’t put up with this combat training for his wife, princess or not.”

Corin’s head jerked up involuntarily at this comment, but there was no time to pursue the point. A creak and slam of the heavy wooden door indicated that someone had entered the barracks, silencing them all. Corin stiffened in alarm when he saw the unmistakable golden-red hair of the princess. As recognition registered across the room, men jumped to attention. Corin rose from his bed. After a quick glance around, Princess Seren walked with almost furtive haste toward Argan’s bunk.

“Your Highness,” Corin began, as she neared, “is there anything that you—”

“Oh—it’s you.” She stopped, startled. Her cheeks grew red as she took in Corin’s half-dressed state, and he felt a twinge of amusement as her flustered eyes cringed away quickly. “No, I—I merely wish to deliver something to Argan. Please—please, carry on as if I wasn’t here.”

The discomfort at her words was palpable, and no one moved a muscle. Argan’s shocked eyes were wide as he warily watched the princess approach, a small sachet in her hand. She stood near his bed, quiet for a moment as she took in the state of his back.

She took a deep breath. “I brought you something. To aid in your healing.” Her voice was hesitant. She stretched out her hand, offering the small linen pouch to Argan. He did not move.

“What is it?” he rasped, suspicion lacing his voice.

“It’s powder of verdistone and willowroot ash. It—it won’t hurt, and it should help speed healing. The two together often promote anti-infec—”

“I’ve no need for hedgewitch devilry.” Argan growled. He closed his eyes tightly. “Now if you don’t mind, Your Highness, I need my rest.” His bravado was belied by a pained groan.

Princess Seren seemed to expect his rejection and set the small pouch on the floor near his bed. As she turned away, Argan muttered a fierce whisper, that perhaps only the princess and Corin were near enough to hear.

“Mad, you are. Just like your father.”

The princess froze for an instant, then continued on, her face very white. No one moved until after the door closed behind her. Argan hung his head over the side of his bed and spit on the pouch.

“Mad witch,” he grated out, then dropped his head and moaned in pain.

After a split second of indecision, Corin wrestled his shirt back over his head, jammed his feet into his boots, then followed the princess out the door.
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Chaos in the Blood

SEREN

I was so stupid for going to the barracks. Somehow, some childish part of my brain wanted to make amends. But not only that, I’d wanted to show the soldiers that I was worthy of their respect. That I did not support the flogging. I wanted them to forgive me, particularly Argan. No one should have their back ripped to shreds because of me.

As I stumbled out of the barracks in a rush, my foot caught on the bottom step. My haste and heavy skirts did the rest, and I crashed to the ground, hard. The skirts protected my knees from the gravel, but I caught my hand on a sharp stone, and it sliced raggedly into my palm. Flooded with shame and pain, and the impudent surge of something whirling through me that had troubled me all day, I struggled to my feet and forced myself not to look back to see if any of the soldiers had witnessed the glorious climax of my humiliation.

The door slammed heavily behind me. I quickly buried my hand in my skirt and began my trek back toward the castle, shame gnawing at the vestiges of my composure.

“Your Highness!”

I paused reluctantly, then turned. Sir Corin was jogging toward me, slightly more dressed than he had been in the barracks.

“Sir Corin,” I said.

He caught up to me and bowed. His eyes flicked to my hand, bundled curiously into my skirt.

“Please allow me to escort you, Your Highness.”

“I—I’m only going back to my chamber.”

“I would like to accompany you safely to your door, Princess. You shouldn’t be alone.”

I nodded without meeting his eyes, then headed carefully up the shallow garden steps, keeping my stinging hand knotted in my skirt. As if he were armed and in full livery, Sir Corin fell into his usual place just behind me and to my left.

My nighttime guards looked dumbfounded when we rounded the curve of my tower’s corridor and approached my bedchamber. I offered no explanation, but unlocked my door and shut it behind me as quickly I could.

Gingerly, I unclenched my vibrating hand. It was sticky with blood. The wreckage of Argan’s back filled my vision. If he died, could I forgive myself? Could anyone?

Mad, Argan had said. The storm inside me began to gather, collecting ominously in my fingertips until they burned, and I squeezed my eyes shut, feeling that I would burst.

I jumped suddenly as a succinct knock sounded at my door. Meline pushed the door open without waiting for my response.

“I caught a whisper you’d been wandering the castle grounds alone,” Meline said, quietly closing the door behind her. “How did you leave this room without your guards’ notice?” As she spoke, her eyes fell on a jar of poppydust on my dressing table.

Trying to hide my labored breath, I caught Meline’s eyes in the mirror. She raised her eyebrows, then crossed to the table. But all my attention was on the dark red beads oozing out of my palm. The sting intensified, and my hands both felt as if they were emanating heat.

Meline glanced up from the poppydust, which she was corking with a tight-lipped air of strained forbearance. “What happened? You should have gone to the workshop. We have supplies there to clean you up,” she added.

I only closed my eyes tightly and tried to block out her voice. Following some invisible leading, I burrowed my thoughts under one of the beads of blood, which felt as heavy as a bucket of sludge in my mind. It was hard work, but my determination to block out messy emotions and relieve the frantic sense of power gathering under my skin drove me to continue. Finally, I slid my mind underneath, where it was hot, and pain flared as I mentally prodded the open wound. Frustrated, I gritted my teeth and prodded harder, trying to force the torn flesh to knit back together.

“Seren!” Meline’s sharp voice cut through my concentration, and I cried out.

My eyes flew open, and I gasped at the white-hot pain that surged from my palm to my wrist. Blood poured out of a wound that was much larger than it had been before.

Meline rushed forward, pulling a clean handkerchief out of her pocket. I held my shaking hand out to her, tears of fear and pain blurring my vision as blood streaked down my arm and soaked my sleeve. She held my wrist firmly and wrapped the handkerchief around my palm. Then she stepped back and crossed her arms tightly across her chest.

I felt deflated, exhausted, and suddenly empty.

“Put pressure on it.”

Unable to look at her, I clamped my fingers hard around the drenched, stinging wound.

“Did you just attempt a skin-sealing?”

“I suppose so,” I responded dully.

“You suppose so?”

I finally met her eyes, which were round as she stared at me in dismay.

“But we’ve discussed many times that any hint of your peculiar ability ought to be kept as dormant as you can manage. You’ve no idea the danger—”

“This was different,” I interrupted, my voice unsteady. “What you call my ‘peculiar ability’ had been miniscule compared to what I felt all day. I could scarcely keep it inside, I thought it would burst out.”

“Is it because of what happened on the training yard?”

I couldn’t look at her. We hadn’t spoken, but word traveled fast within the palace walls. “I suppose I thought if I could use this . . . whatever this is . . . and apply what we’ve read and studied, which so often call for a peculiar ability of some sort . . .” I found my voice choked with tears. “I thought that if I could seal a minor injury, like this cut on my hand, then perhaps I could set Argan’s back right.” I looked away from the pity softening her expression. “That, and . . . And I just had to do something with it.”

“This is my fault.” She shook her head. “Encouraging you in your interests when I knew how dangerous it could be to awaken anything in your blood.”

“Hedgecraft is your interest too,” I countered moodily. “I can learn to control it, I just need—”

She coughed suddenly, a dry, airless sound. I looked at her in concern. “Promise me you won’t slip your guards again, or do anything so foolish as going to the barracks,” she said when her cough subsided. “What happened on the training yard should serve as a warning.” Her expression softened. “You have yet to gain the loyalty from your father’s subjects that you ought to have by now, and your safety needs to be prioritized.”

“I shouldn’t have been taken by surprise,” I told her fiercely. “I know now how they all see me—they think I’m mad like him. And it’s more than that. They hate me because he hates me. Why shouldn’t they?” I almost choked on the words.

Meline considered me, and I looked away, unwilling to see the truth in her eyes as she spoke. “They fear for the future of the kingdom. And I imagine your chilly reception at court, anyway, has something to do with how much you look like your mother.”

They all whispered about it, and I knew it was true. I had only seen one portrait of her, and it was a vague depiction that looked as if it could be any maiden with golden-red hair and a generous dusting of freckles. But my certainty of it lay in the way my father’s eyes often looked clearer for a moment, then dark and clouded again, brimming with misery and anger when he looked at me.

Meline pulled a nightdress out of my wardrobe as she spoke, and awkwardly, I began to undress one-handed.

“She brought him the disdain of the nobles, and ultimately, they say, the loss of his sanity. If he had married someone from among the nobility, the unfortunately timed arrival of the poison seasons and His Majesty’s decline might not have been—superstitiously—laid at her feet.”

“Why did he marry her at all?” I asked, not caring that she had diverted me from discussing my peculiar abilities. I rarely had the chance to hear anything of my mother.

Meline wandered to my desk and began tidying the haphazard piles of papers and quills there. “He believed,” she eventually answered, “that she had a gift that would increase his wealth.”

I blinked at this new information.

“And did she?”

“Not exactly.” Meline sopped up an ink spill that had been hiding under a pile of papers. I could see that my chance to get answers from her was quickly evaporating.

“So, he didn’t even love her,” I pressed.

Meline laid the ink-sodden rag on the windowsill to dry, then turned to me, rubbing at her stained hands with another handkerchief. “He certainly appeared infatuated, and mourned her for longer than is usual. But . . . was that why he married her? No. And I do not believe . . . that is, in the way that she was likely accustomed—no. He did not love her well. How is your hand?”

“What do you mean?”

“Is it still bleeding?” She gingerly unwrapped the handkerchief from my palm, revealing the raw, open skin underneath.

I hissed in pain as the slight movement tugged at the exposed nerve endings in my flesh.

“No. What do you mean, in the way she was accustomed?”

“Seren, I may have a generous store of knowledge, but I don’t know everything about everyone. Now, let’s clean this mangled hand of yours.”

I was quiet, thinking over my next words as she poured fresh water over a cloth and dabbed it carefully over the angry red cut. Meline was stubborn, but occasionally, I was able to appeal to the rogue streak of adventure that I’d come to learn was buried beneath the stiff corset and stern demeanor.

“Well, then, what did you mean about awakening something in my blood?”

She turned away to cough again. When she had recovered, she looked at me and sighed. “I suppose if this much of your peculiarity is surfacing, you’re going to have to take further measures to control it. So, you ought to learn where it likely comes from. You’re going to have to do some research on the star-blessed.”

She wouldn’t say more just now, she said. It was too late. After finishing the dressing of my hand and ignoring my myriad questions, she left me for the night. I sat at the window long after she left, too exhausted from the emotions of the day to disrupt my stillness and climb into bed, too filled with curiosity to think straight. Perhaps Meline didn’t know how badly I needed the spark of hope that she’d ignited inside of me. I kept my weary eyes trained on the stars, which seemed to burn all the more conspicuously, proud to be noticed.
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CORIN

The night guards could offer no explanation for how the princess had managed to slip out of her room without their notice.

“I suppose we must have nodded off,” Jens said with an alarmed glance at Corin.

The penalty for sleeping on guard duty was severe, and worse for the royal guardians. Arc simply frowned in puzzlement, shaking his head slightly.

Corin looked at the blank face of the thick wooden door. All was silent beyond it. “Well, she’s safe in her room now. That’s all that matters,” he said.

Jens nodded gratefully, while Arc still stared numbly as if he were trying to solve a difficult sum.

With a clap on Arc’s thin shoulder to reassure him that all was well and to nudge him out of his daze, Corin turned and headed back down the shadowed corridor. He strode through widening hallways and trotted down staircases, ignoring those he passed with what he hoped was a purposeful confidence that would distract from his undone attire. When he reached the stair that would lead him back to the bailey, he paused. Then, knowing that he might easily regret his choice, he took the narrow stairs, but headed upward instead, where the spiraling flight led to a corridor that ran the front length of the palace.

While he’d had little reason to visit this part of the castle before, he was aware that it held the council chambers and library—two places where Lord Roth could likely be found. He might not be there. But hardening resolve urged him up the drafty staircase and down the corridor, where cold marble was dimly lit by fat candles in sconces. The flames danced wildly in an updraft that sailed around the tapestries which covered arrow slits on the north side.

Corin had not sought out Lord Roth before now, choosing instead to keep his acquaintance at arm’s length until he could sort out how he felt about the lord’s proposal. The suggestion that he remain at court with an aim to unseat the current royal line unsettled as much as it intrigued him. He found that, in spite of his uneasiness, the idea had begun to sink in and take hold. More specifically, it sank into the tender, gaping wound of regret, confusion, and grief; the palpable space in the world that his father used to occupy. And it took the edge off the sting.

A dull flicker of firelight lit the seams of the first door Corin came to. Suddenly unsure of himself, he paused outside the arched door, then knocked.

Luck was with him.

“Come in,” called a quiet, tired timbre.

Corin pushed open the heavy door and saw Lord Roth sitting very near the low fireplace of the otherwise empty council library.

The older man was reading a thick sheaf of parchment by the light of an oil lamp and a small fire. A cup of something steamed on a little table next to him. The room was circular and much smaller than Corin had been expecting. It was lined with shelves from which untidy scrolls and stacks of parchment protruded. The air was hazy and thick with dust. Lord Roth looked up and squinted in the direction of the door as Corin stepped inside and closed it softly behind him.

“Sir Corin? What a surprise it is to see you here. Do have a seat.” He smiled in his mild way and indicated a brocade chair opposite him. A knobbly wool blanket was thrown over his knees, making him look older than usual.

“I thought I might find you here, my lord,” Corin said as he took a seat. In fact, he had only followed the vaguest of hunches and was still surprised at his success. He began to wish he’d given more thought to what he had to say.

“I imagine you have a lot you’d like to discuss, Sir Corin. However, we must be brief if we hope to discuss matters of any, er, delicacy here. The doors on this floor are not as thick as one might hope. By design, no doubt.” His lips twisted into a wry smile, and he gently laid the sheaf of parchment on the little table. “May I offer you some—”

“Sir, I heard a rumor,” Corin interjected before he could lose his nerve.

Lord Roth raised his eyebrows. “I confess, Sir Corin, that defines most of what one hears within these walls. You are going to have to be more specific.”

“About you and Princess Seren.”

“About me and Princess Seren?” Lord Roth settled back in his chair and glanced briefly at the door. “That isn’t what I’d expected. That is to say, the rumor is outdated.”

“Outdated?”

“Apparently rumors reach the guard barracks last,” he said with tepid amusement. “I admit, before your arrival, I had entertained the idea of asking for the royal princess’ hand in marriage. I even went as far as to broach the subject with the privy council, which is, doubtless, where the story leaked. But I have not furthered the matter.”

“You no longer intend to seek her hand?” Corin asked bluntly. The room was drafty enough to raise gooseflesh on his forearms. The little fire flickered feebly.

“The matter of Princess Seren’s hand is a complicated one.” Lord Roth set down his cup. “May I ask why the interest?”

“In our last conversation, you raised the topic of ascension in a way that pertains to me very much. However, a man who has designs on the heir to the throne is a man who has his own power in mind. A regency, most likely, while his unstable wife is put quietly away.”

“She has not formally been named the king’s heir.” Lord Roth watched Corin’s face intently.

“But she is his heir. The king will never sire a son now. Even if the council refuses to allow her full access to her authority, she will still come into the title one day, and would be easily shunted aside by the ambitions of her husband, should she take one.”

Lord Roth inclined his head slightly. “Better than exile, is it not?”

Corin set his jaw at Roth’s word choice. “Are you threatening me, my lord?”

Lord Roth leaned forward. “Not in the slightest. I am simply reminding you that should we attempt to reinstate the true royal family, we must have compassion for those undeserving of the punishment of their forefathers. A good marriage ought to shield the princess from many unpleasantries.” Corin narrowed his eyes, wishing the man would speak plainly.

Roth continued quietly, “Here in Felaurum, your family’s exile is a distant memory. Claiming you’re from East Solis may be a necessary precaution, but not even your ill-disguised Noveris accent has received so much as a blink, has it? You’re quite safe, provided you can be patient. Furthermore, you are the best candidate for the throne that I am aware of, and my research has been extensive. Healthy mind, strong claim based on your mother’s bloodline. There are few who care to remember that the line of Sidra was long ago exiled. And now, as it happens, generation after generation of mad kings have finally rendered many of the lords quite eager for another change of power.” He sat back. “And of course, it doesn’t hurt that you’re the last known remnant of the Teravere.”

Corin kept his expression neutral, although the casual baring of his family’s longest held secrets was unnerving. Lord Roth had, indeed, done his research. The now-useless blood of the ancient protectors of Stelauris did run in his veins.

Nevertheless, Corin knew it was the blood of Queen Sidra that gave him his true claim. His family line on his mother’s side had been unlawfully passed over many generations ago when a regent, Lord Protector Jerrik, stole the throne from his female charge, thoroughly uncontested. There were no laws preventing a woman from inheriting the throne of Stelauris, but it was unprecedented, and therefore, it hadn’t been difficult for the regent to win over the lords and nobles, convincing them that a queen alone would be too sentimental to rule prudently. With the army and the nobles on his side, and a sad lie about mental incapacity to seal the story, young would-be Queen Sidra had been bundled off quietly to the small, Stelauris-owned, abandoned island of Noveris.

To clinch the matter, the line of Sidra was declared exiled from the mainland, unfit to ever rule again, and summarily forgotten. It took a few generations for the very real madness of the Jerrik line to take its toll on the kingdom. While Sidra’s rightful descendants, Corin’s own ancestors had borne the blow with forced tolerance, either due to a lack of support or in the name of peace. Resentment simmered, nevertheless.

Lord Roth kept his voice low. “The king has been spending borrowed money on his own upkeep and extravagant desires for years, sparing not a coin to combat the poison. And everything else, from staff wages to saddle polish, is paid for with the taxes we’ve had to keep imposing on the Stelaurians. The council and I agree on little, but I firmly maintain that it’s finally time we stopped lining our pockets with Ormand’s foolishness.” His eyes flicked toward the door. “The king and his line are obviously unfit, and we will all pay dearly for it, sooner or later. Sooner, in the case of the peasantry. And poor Princess Seren will get trampled in the shuffle, if someone doesn’t take care.”

“So you considered marrying her in order to protect her, should a change of power occur?”

“No,” Roth responded frankly. “At first, I did intend to seek her hand in order to secure a regency when her mind inevitably fails. I thought, better me than some dunderhead of her father’s choosing.” He raised a hand to ward off Corin’s interruption. “Then I found you, a true heir to the throne. The king would never agree to her marrying you. Your background would be discovered immediately. So, it cannot be done that way. Anyway, I have since abandoned schemes of regency. I admit, however, that a marriage to me would be preferable to allowing her father to select anyone he pleases, should our plan to install you fail . . .” With another quick glance at the door, he lowered his voice even further. “It would also, for her sake anyway, be better than the king attempting to marry her off to one of his mad nephews to provide a blood heir to ascend in her stead.”

Corin’s mouth went dry. “I beg your pardon?”

“Yes, you understood me correctly. Unfortunately, for a council who has grown tired of currying favor with a mad monarch, a chance to get rid of them both as his insanity heightens and he muddies the unfit line further is proving too much to resist. Despite my protests, his other advisors are determined to allow him to take the lead and then turn his scheme against him. And if the princess gets mistreated in the process, well . . .”

“You cannot be serious.”

Lord Roth sighed and leaned over to stoke the fire. It flared, illuminating the lines of his troubled face. When he spoke, it was with the grave air of one trying to arrange the facts in a way that he could make sense of them.

“His Majesty has grown desperate for a male heir of his own bloodline. Whether out of his madness, or the true inclinations of a black heart, his bedeviled eyes have turned on his daughter Seren to provide one by wedding her into a branch of the family tree more twisted than his own. He plans to claim her firstborn son as his own, ensuring that neither the princess nor her husband will take the throne. And the council will bide its time, awaiting an opportunity to seize control from the lot of them.”

He regarded Corin. “While the hour is not yet right, you are very much needed, Sir Corin. We live in evil times.”
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Her Mother’s Daughter, Part One

SEREN

“Smile, you fool,” my father gritted out through his teeth.

I smiled.

The sun blazing off of the polished helmets and armor on the jousting field was beginning to give me a headache. Given my father’s usual desire to keep me out of the public eye, this was the first tournament I had ever been allowed to attend. I might have been thrilled by the scene, the animated crowds cheering the knights who thundered down the center of the dusty list toward each other, had circumstances been different. However, not only was I seated in a high place of prominence at my father’s sharp elbow, and too closely wedged alongside his close advisors, but the knights paid me special, courtly attention before each joust. Some went so far as to theatrically blow a kiss in my direction and shout that they competed in my service, or point at me after a victory, as if to say the win was mine. I could not tell if they mocked or were in earnest. The more of such attention that was paid me, the surlier my father grew.

“Now this one has an excellent seat—but of course! You will enjoy this, Princess Seren.” Lord Roth, seated on my other side, proved to be a welcome companion. His waves of soothing conversation and commentary helped satisfy my father that I was suitably engaged in the proceedings. “Your personal guard, who as you know is a knight of East Solis, will be well worth watching this week. It was good of you to give him the week off in order to compete,” he added graciously, even though I had absolutely nothing to do with appointing my guards’ schedules.

The East Solis colors were gold and white, like honeycomb and cream. The standard flapped smartly in the breeze, a golden rose against crisp white, bordered in matching scallops of gold. Sir Corin had stuck his helmet over his saddle’s pommel, and his sun-bleached curls whipped around his face. He raised his standard to the top box and inclined his head. His eyes flitted over my face first, then my father’s. King Ormand raised his cup in acknowledgement, and Corin wheeled his palomino mount around and cantered to his starting point at one end of the list. Even his horse’s pale coat gleamed brightly with East Solis’s colors.

Suddenly, my father turned in his seat and stared into my face. I adjusted my smile, which had slipped. With an unintelligible whisper, he turned back to the field.

“Her Royal Highness is looking exceptionally well today, Your Majesty,” Lord Gifrey said from my father’s other side, in tones of exaggerated politeness.

I was sure I also detected a note of amusement in his sonorous voice. I clenched my jaw and ignored him.

“You’ll do well to keep your eyes to yourself,” the king replied in clipped tones.

I watched the knights, feigning more interest than I now felt.

Sir Ogodon of Lun waited at his end, having already saluted my father and me. He handed his green and black standard to his squire and donned his plumed helmet as Corin reached his mark and did the same. The horses, sensing the imminent charge, stamped their hooves and blew in anticipation. Corin accepted his lance from the squire, and his mount tossed its head.

“This should be good. Sir Ogodon is undefeated so far, and this is Corin’s first joust in Felaurum. We will see what he is made of,” Lord Roth said brightly, sitting forward.

“I’ll wager ten pieces Sir Corin is unseated in the first pass,” grunted Lord Gifrey, leaning around to look beadily at Lord Roth.

“I’ll not sully the princess’s first joust experience with unseemly wagers,” Lord Roth said genially, his eyes trained on the field.

“Interesting choice of words, Roth. I’ll take those odds, Gifrey,” Lord Vasili piped up from Gifrey’s other side, smiling greasily at his companion.

They shook on the wager, then both gazed down at the field with renewed interest.

I watched Sir Corin intently. I did not care for my supercilious guard, but I also did not wish to witness him unseated to the sound of Lord Gifrey’s triumphant crows. The old slug had a fat enough purse.

The bugle blasted sharply, and the cries from the crowd rose loudly enough to nearly drown out the thunder of the horses’ hooves as they took off down the field.

With a ringing crack and a splinter of wood, Sir Ogodon’s lance splintered, and he leaned back in his saddle. Corin’s lance remained intact. He kept his seat with apparent ease, wheeling his mount around. Sir Ogodon held on and regained his balance, leaning forward and dropping his broken lance into the dust. He reached down and snatched another out of his frantic squire’s hands, then immediately began thundering back down the track, lance tucked low. Corin, lance held higher than Ogodon’s, took up the charge, and this time, his lance struck Sir Ogodon in the shoulder with a heavy punch of wood on steel. Ogodon swayed in his saddle, and it was unclear if he would hold his seat. Corin halted his horse and pushed up his visor. Sir Ogodon retained his seat, but slumped forward, and his lance fell out of his grasp and thumped into the dirt. He slid from his horse and rather theatrically limped off the field.

Cheers and bellows rose from the stands, a mingled cacophony of chants for “Solis! Solis!” and jeers from Sir Ogodon’s supporters. Squires quickly helped the knights out of their armor, which was doubtless scorching. The sun beat on the field and soaked through the crimson shade of the pavilion. My dress felt too tight and sweat crept down my back. The air carried the ever-present film of smoke from ground-burnings. A wave of lightheadedness swept over me.

“Well, Roth, you’ll be wishing you’d accepted my wager, now,” Gifrey grumbled, batting a fly away from his red face.

My father stared out across the field, his eyes unfocused.

“A break, I think, Your Majesty? Shall we let the knights recover their strength?” Lord Roth said gently to my father.

The king took a moment before acknowledging that he had been spoken to, then took a long draught from his cup before responding. “Six more to go. We are not women in need of a nap. The joust will proceed.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” Lord Roth inclined his head to the king, and then to me. “Shall we spare the princess from staying through till the end? The heat is oppressive.”

“The princess stays at my side. Today is important, as she well knows, and she has a part to play.” He turned to me quickly, as if remembering my presence all of a sudden. “I said, smile, girl!” he snarled.

I looked straight ahead and smiled.
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I spent the remainder of the joust locked in my own head, applauding by rote when the crowd cheered, smiling vaguely at Lord Roth’s conversation. I’d rarely spent so much time at my father’s side, and the effort required to not antagonize him sapped my energy. Finally, the joust ended and the crowd dispersed—the townspeople to begin their street festivities, and the courtiers to rest and refresh themselves for the High Summer Tourney Feast.

Perhaps I should have fallen into my bed and slept away the afternoon after that, but the looming feast wove anxious thoughts through my mind, strumming a ceaseless refrain of worry. My father wished, by now, to see enough improvement in me to make his ascension announcement, but for all I knew, he would find me as lacking as he did before. So, to busy my brain, I chose to spend the hours before the feast poring over the texts in my workshop that Meline had dug up for me. She’d left them piled on a table near the window, and I bent over them in the sunlight.

Among the stacks of crumbling parchment were a variety of neatly penned histories. A small, vellum-bound volume chronicled an early period of common magical practices and influences among the various ancient denizens of Stelauris. It described strains of abilities known in the early centuries, sometimes referred to as magical, sometimes as simply fey. It did not define all peoples who practiced magic in human terms, and described some as downright malignant.

Those faceless, nameless fey of smoke and secrets who seek to bargain not in goods but with tools of pain, misfortune, and generations of misery, are well flung out as vermin.

Such nasty and chilling descriptions were the exception, however. My stomach flipped when I read a paragraph that felt like what I might be looking for, but the details were not in abundance.

There are those who came down long ago from the mountains, a great, happy family whose female children seemed to inherit a golden touch. Those of this line are a boon to their neighbors wherever they settle, though most make their home in the northern valleys. There, the womenfolk tend to the well-being of all and sundry; crops flourish, flocks grow, and very few die of illness or injury. Although of a mysterious and usually welcomed sort, an unknown magic of the female line is surely at play.

It said no more on the subject of these women, to my disappointment. The small book described village hedgefolk and hermits who practiced wizardry at varied levels of usefulness, strength, and respectability, as well as generous gift-feys who were welcomed at court and blessed every royal proceeding in return. I learned of imps who caused only mischief, and hill-witches who kept to themselves, but were often credited with the turnout of each crop season, for good or for ill. It was unclear to me exactly when these magic-wielding inhabitants of Stelauris lived, and when they died out.

I gathered, as I read on, that the now-commonplace hedgewitchery was a jumbled collective of the remnants of such peoples, but their skill was mostly learned; secrets and knowledge passed down from hedgewitch to apprentice, and so on. The knowledge and skill required to extract venom from a stingflea and dilute it with spinberry juices to create an expensive vivacity draught were not exactly magical, but that was what passed for it these days. Nor was it highly respected, at least in Felaurum, but the nobility paid quietly for hedgewitch charms and potions, nevertheless.

There was little of recent history, so I had no expectation of finding out any specifics about my mother. But, at the top of one of the stacks of parchment, was the collected history of a little village called Kettering Way. There were also letters from some of its inhabitants, and one woman casually dropped the words that I was scanning the histories to find: star-blessed. My fingertips tingled almost expectantly as I read the words.

After congratulating her friend on her renowned melon crop, the writer added:

Mistress Hesperia and her daughters completed the protection charms around the pastures in the early spring, and the village is grateful to them for putting their fey talents to such practical use. Long have we benefited from the generous powers of the star-blessed line, but I will appreciate it if you don’t mention that I told you so. Mistress Hesperia says that it takes a lot out of her and the girls, and she does not wish to charm the pastures of every village from here to North Lun!

One of the amateur historians of Kettering Way also used the term star-blessed in a section detailing the midwifery practices of the village, causing me to pause as I skimmed the page.

It is said to be good luck if one of the star-blessed line attends a birth, but the practical uses outweigh the superstitious: Mistress Aster, granddaughter of the celebrated Danika Estella, makes a yet-to-fail yieldwater tisane, and her hands have not dropped a babe yet! There are those in the village who insist that one of the line has attended every birth in their family for many generations, and they boast of healthy children and mothers, with only birthmarks of the becoming sort.

I stretched out my shoulders, wondering how long I had spent hunched over the histories. I had no candles lit, and the light was becoming too dim to read by; meanwhile, the sounds of reveling drifting through the windows grew more boisterous. I would need to leave my reading for another time if I was to make myself presentable for the feast. The dread that I’d forestalled crept over me as the shadows lengthened.

When I returned to my room, I found Meline overseeing two maids as they drew a bath. She then left with a warning that I should not dawdle, and I dismissed the maids, who bobbed a quick curtsy before hustling out of my chamber.

Worry gnawed at me as I scrubbed away the sticky sweat of the day with my favorite honeybloom soap and worked a quick lather through my tangled hair. I slopped water all over the floor in my haste to clamber out of the washtub and dry off, and was soon standing before my wardrobe, shivering in my dripping wrap, with an ill sort of puzzlement freezing me into inaction.

The left side of my wardrobe was decidedly less tidy than the right, as it contained my everyday work dresses, worn-out chemises and skirts, jackets, and aprons. The right side held the gowns that I shoved to the side, yet nevertheless hung as stiff and straight as if they held Meline’s back: crisp textiles, shimmery or velvet, yet never soft, some embroidered so heavily they could stand on their own. I looked over the collection in distaste, finally reaching in and pulling out a violet confection at random.

I was studying the gown, trying to figure out how to climb inside, when I heard Meline’s familiar brisk tap at the door.

“Oh, look at you.” She sighed in affectionate exasperation as she came in.

I realized that I must look a fright, standing in the short, old chemise I’d chosen for comfort’s sake, with hair that had dried into something resembling a wild eagle’s nest.

“Would you help me?” I asked, depressed. The closer the moment to go down to the feast drew, the more dark, anxious thoughts settled inside me.

“Yes, of course. But you’re not wearing that,” she declared.

I took note of the large covered basket that she was carrying.

“What’s that?” I asked, eying it warily. “Not another golden gown?”

“Your father insisted that you wear something more regal tonight, although he said he would not be involved this time.” The frown line between her brows made a ghost of an appearance.

I imagined that was not all he said.

“So, I oversaw the project, and here is what Beryl and I came up with,” she said with a smile.

The court seamstress was the one responsible for the horrendous side of my wardrobe, which I never touched if I could avoid it. Therefore, I was more than a little trepidatious as Meline unwrapped the linen sheets that were folded around the gown in the basket.

I caught a glimpse of a smooth, spring green silk. With a flourish, Meline pulled the gown from the basket and shook it out. It rippled in the candlelight like a patch of lake caught in a sheen of moonlight, but the color was as bright as a meadow in high spring. It was largely unadorned, but for the snowy lace at the neckline, which also fell gracefully from the full, gathered, elbow-length sleeves. I realized that I was gaping.

“There’s no gold on it,” I said, knowing that Meline would understand that I was not ungrateful for that; quite the contrary.

“I know.” Her lips twitched. “Your father said he did not wish to be reminded of your past failure, as he sees it, but he does insist that you wear your golden court circlet.”

I nodded and was surprised to find that there were tears in my eyes. I knew it was probably due to tightly bound-up nerves, but somehow, knowing how truly she realized that I despised the idea of parading before my father and his court draped in gold, his one true delight, meant very much to me.

“Thank you, Meline,” I said softly.

“Yes, well, we’d better get started on your hair if we’re going to make it presentable.” She pulled a newer, silkier chemise out of the undisturbed side of my wardrobe and instructed me to change into it, then set out a pair of white stockings.

“There are shoes in the basket as well,” she told me as she shut my wardrobe doors.

I pulled aside the linen and saw a pair of simple green silk dancing slippers with sturdy soles at the bottom. I slipped them onto my stockinged feet, then sat at my dressing table.

Meline worked quickly, her deft fingers brushing, braiding, and pinning my bright hair until it was fashioned into an intricate braided design at the nape of my neck. I couldn’t see the back, but the gentle part at the front was flattering, especially once she set the gold circlet over my forehead.

I stared into the mirror for a moment, unease surfacing when I saw myself presented so elegantly. I did not look like a gawky girl playing at dress-up, innocent of the burden of womanhood. In spite of not being bedecked in gold, I knew that I would satisfy my father’s wishes. I looked regal. I couldn’t subdue the shadow of foreboding that crept over me as I looked at myself. I blinked and looked away, suddenly wishing for my mother.

“So—Danika,” I said, thinking aloud. Meline’s hands, still smoothing and tucking, jerked suddenly. “Ouch!” I yelped.

“Oh, I’m sorry!” she exclaimed, seemingly flustered. “What was that you said?”

“Danika . . . my mother. Do you know where she lived before she married my father?” I asked, as Meline tucked a curl neatly into the braided knot.

“I’m guessing you’ve been doing some reading this afternoon,” she observed.

I nodded, testing the secure placement of my circlet as I did so. The small diamonds in the front glittered across my forehead.

Meline took a moment before responding to my question. “Well,” she said, “if the chatter at the time of their marriage is to be believed, then she came from Kettering Way.” She met my eyes in the mirror. “Which I imagine you already suspected, yes?”

I nodded again, a thrill shooting through me. “So, she was star-blessed? One of that line of gifted women? The name Danika was in my reading today, and I wondered if the name had been passed on to my mother, if she was named after an ancestor of that line.”

Meline smiled a little sadly. “Danika.” She said the name softly. It rippled over me like a sweet, lost song. “I think it is a possibility.”

“A few days ago, you said she had a gift that brought my father wealth,” I prodded.

“Well, no,” she corrected. “I said he thought that she did. From what I understand, she didn’t exactly have such a gift, but his reasons for believing so were not utterly groundless.” Meline adjusted her spectacles and moved away from the mirror. She sat on the edge of my bed and began folding my discarded gown in her lap as she continued,

“It was well-known at the time that there were some rumors circulating about a village maid who possessed some intriguing magical abilities. She apparently impressed him enough that he chose to marry her. All of that is neither here nor there. By all accounts, whatever magic she had amounted to very little. And your father never recovered from the humiliation of that decision, it would seem.” Meline looked up thoughtfully. “But according to what I’ve learned, your mother came from a line of rumored witches, as they were often called, although the term was likely incorrect. They were no ordinary hedgewitches, at least. But the women in the family, tracing back a long way, displayed varying levels of magical ability, and at some point in the family history, claimed that they were star-blessed.”

“What does that mean?” I asked. But I knew that there was only so much that Meline would be able to tell me. Most of it was rumor . . . and old writings of old rumors. If only my mother could explain this to me herself.

She looked uncomfortable. “I believe it means, practically speaking, that they drew their strength and abilities from the stars. Perhaps it was stronger in some generations than others . . . my cursory research into their history would suggest that is the case. As to what it could mean for you, truly I don’t know.” She stood and crossed to my wardrobe, pulling out an unused pair of silk gloves. “I almost forgot that you still need to cover that hand.” She nodded toward my wounded palm, which was still tender and red beneath its bandage. Verdistone and willowroot had helped a bit, but the ragged skin at the edges was still inflamed.

I hesitated. My father was waiting for my timely appearance, and I knew I mustn’t give him reason to make a scene. But whatever had awakened in me recently must have a purpose, and the very thought that I could have some ancient, star-given magic in my own blood caused it to stir restively.

I stood, taking a deep breath, but Meline spoke first. “You’re going to try again, aren’t you?”

I nodded, decisive. “I won’t be reckless this time. I don’t know how it’s done, but . . . I just feel like I have a chance to—”

She came to me, gloves in one hand, and gently took my hand in hers, silencing me with her clinical inspection. Finally, to my surprise, she looked up with a mingled expression of exasperation, resignation, and amusement that, in my days as her charge, I had come to interpret as assent.

“All right,” she relented. “Let me help you focus.” But I could sense the tension in her voice. “Come to the window.”

I followed her to the window, where the shutters were opened to the night air. The moon was a mere slice of cold silver, but the stars were bright and stalwart against the inky sky. We stood in their glow for a moment, and I understood that she was testing her theory that I was star-blessed.

I attempted to relax and ease some calm into my mind as Meline took my hand again. My injured palm was bathed in the soft glow of the stars.

“I will try to help steady you. When you’re ready, I want you to reach for your store, if you can access it, and try to seal the skin slowly. If you feel a lack of control, pull back immediately.” Meline’s eyes were serious, but I was pleased to see a hint of excitement in them as well. “All I know of . . . of magical workings is what I’ve read, and nothing has indicated a particular method for healing. It seems to depend on the personal style and abilities of the one wielding the magic. We don’t have much time, so if nothing happens quickly enough, you must give up for now.”

I nodded nervously, then closed my eyes.

There were no heavy blood droplets to burrow under this time. I pushed with my mind until I reached the center of my palm where the deepest part of the wound lay open and raw. It was strangely simple, mentally navigating my own flesh. Before I could try to find the space in my mind where I’d been attempting to stuff my flares of magic, it seemed to well up, strong enough to make me feel as if a hearty wind were battering my limbs, but not unmanageable. Breathing deeply, I ever so gently extended into the depth of the wound a cleansing, healing magic that I could somehow see. I knew no spells, but I felt as if I were inventing one, sensing the inexplicable color and design of it. I could see it in my mind’s eye. Silver, like moonlight on water, bathed my hand and encompassed the smaller tears in the skin. I fought back a giddy laugh. It was working. I could feel a delicious, soft coolness sliding over the wound, tugging the skin around the edges, gently restoring a fresh, pink layer over the top. I was filled with a thrill so euphoric that it required all of my focus and extra pressure from Meline’s hand under mine to sustain my effort and finish the sealing.

Then it was done. The remains of the gathered magic seeped from my consciousness, unneeded and forgotten, before I could attempt to tuck it away. I opened my eyes, feeling as if I had been dreaming for hours, and blinked in the starlight. Meline was inspecting my hand. When she raised her head, she smiled.

“You did exceptionally well, Seren. It looks as if it won’t scar. But be careful, the skin may be tender yet for a few days.” She bent suddenly and coughed raggedly, inhaling in quick, short bursts.

“Are you all right, Meline?” I asked, concerned.

She gave a nod, then straightened, taking in slow, deep, cautious breaths.

“I’ve heard that the summer poison may be heavy in the air already,” I added nervously. A sudden fear tightened around me at the thought of Meline becoming seriously ill.

“It’s nothing, only fearful chatter,” she said dismissively. She beamed at me. “Look at what you’ve managed!”

“I can’t believe it worked.” I looked back down at my hand, feeling suddenly weightless with possibility.

“I can,” was her staunch reply. “With enough focus and concentration, I believe there will be a great deal that you can manage with this gift.” The smile slid from her face and she became solemn. “Seren, this ability was very likely inherited from your mother. I know you know this, but please don’t let your guard down. Your father must not find out.”

“Because of how he tried to use hers.” The thought brought me back to earth.

“Yes, because of that.” She looked at me, her light brown eyes deadly serious. “You must be careful.”

[image: * * *]

Mindful of Meline’s warning, I navigated out of my quiet corner of the castle. Two of my regular guards, the muscular, serious young man named Falon, and Arc, who often looked pained to straighten all his gangly limbs in obeisance, marched quietly in my wake.

“You are not usually on night duty,” I commented to Falon as we neared the ground floor. I did not often converse with any of my guards, but I thought perhaps the distraction would force my heart out of my throat.

“No, Your Highness. Jens has taken ill, and I volunteered to cover his hours tonight.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” I responded. “I hope he will make a quick recovery.” And I truly did hope that. Taken ill could mean that he had a harmless cold. In the eye of a poison season, however, it could also mean something more dire.

With a subdued rustle of silk and the clink of armor, we followed the paths of marble and gold toward the center of the palace. The scrubbed columns, walls, and floors grew brighter and more gleaming in the lights of hundreds of candles as I drew closer to the swell of music and voices.

I closed my healed hand. The skin was soft on the palm, though my fingertips were calloused from hours at my forge and loom. Squeezing my hand into a fist, I felt a surge of fortifying strength run through me. I had healed my own flesh using nothing but my mind, and no one in the room ahead knew that I was capable of such things. Surely, I was strong enough to get through this evening.

Within the great hall, the massive columns sparkled from the light of the chandeliers. The staggering waste of resources used simply to light the hall was shameful, as the rest of the kingdom struggled outside our city walls. But even the king could not feign plenty where there was none; every other candle in the chandeliers was unlit. The fruit pyramids on the feasting tables were cunningly heaped to hide how little there was compared with the king’s usual bounty, and I’d heard a rumor that the wine had been thinned with water. We were importing our water from the uninfected northern wells, so if that rumor was true, things must be worse than the palace was willing to let on. Much of the food appeared to be arranged more artfully than generously, and great casks of ale, of which there was somehow always plenty, had been rolled out to make up for the deficit.

The room managed to feel packed in spite of its size. The guests who were not drinking or talking boisterously were dancing around the large, round dais that was set high in the middle of the hall.

Although the crowd parted to make way for me and my guards, and courtiers dropped into deep curtsies and bows, I couldn’t avoid touching people if I tried. My skin seemed to flare with discomfort as I brushed through the throng. The thick press of bodies, heavily perfumed to mask the sharp scent of sweat, nearly made me choke. Finally, I reached the high table. The musicians transitioned their trilling dance air into a fanfare, and all eyes turned on me as I sank into a curtsy before my father.

He sat with a goblet dangling from his hand and stared past me with dull eyes. I looked at him in alarm, then at the trio of lords who sat so near him at the high table. Their expressions were serene, unfazed by the clear fact that my father was too indisposed to be in company. The fanfare died, and the music lilted haltingly back into a jig as I mounted the steps to take my place next to my father.

“You do like to make an entrance, don’t you, Your Highness?” Lord Gifrey said with a chuckle as I passed him.

I wanted to ignore him, but anxiety that I had done something wrong again prompted me to ask, “What do you mean, my lord?” as I took my seat.

My father still did not look up.

“You look splendid, my dear, that’s all,” said Lord Roth, seated on my other side.

I pasted on a tight smile.

The food piled here was of considerably better quality, and in far greater quantities than that served to the rest of the guests. A thigh of roast goose draped in a velvety sauce that smelled of apples was placed before me, and ornate, sugar-dusted cakes towered so high along the table that it was difficult to see past them.

The knights that had competed in the joust were all seated in great honor at the high table. Sir Corin, the second-place winner of the tournament, sat stiffly several seats down from me. His clear discomfort was an exception, however, as the mood that encompassed the table was boisterous. The knights were celebratory and gregarious as they recounted their performances in the joust, in spite of the empty man who sat at the center of it, who should have been presiding but instead looked as if something vital inside of him had vanished.

Sir Ogodon was seated directly across from me, and what he lacked in the way of a chin, he made up for in volume.

“I would have taken this upstart of a lad in a heartbeat, if my horse hadn’t gone lame!” he exclaimed, gesturing at Corin and gurgling the last word into his full wine cup. “At least this one didn’t break its back on the list, as my last beast did! I ride ’em hard,” he boasted.

Lord Gifrey roared with laughter, his round face red and shining. “You did say you rode to impress the princess today, did you not, Sir Ogodon? A pity your horse did not have the same impetus!”

I felt my cheeks flame. I wanted to duck my head, but settled for staring firmly over Sir Ogodon’s shoulder.

“Yes, well, that was only talk you know, my lord—”

“In truth, no one blames you, Sir Knight!” Gifrey interrupted. “A beauty she has become—despite the shrunken mouse that her mother was—as any man with eyes can attest, and a more than eligible match! Who here hasn’t had such an idea—eh, Roth?” The tipsy amusement in his voice was almost as mortifying as his words, spoken across me as if I were a mindless fixture.

“Ah, yes,” Sir Ogodon responded anxiously. “To be sure. But I’ve no wish to—that is to say, for the health of my family line—” He shot a look at my father, still in his stupor, and his meaning was more than clear.

“You know what they say about women of the north, anyway, don’t you?” The tournament winner, a barrel-chested, pink-cheeked knight, remarked with a roguish guffaw, clearly less concerned with a reaction to his words than Sir Ogodon. “I won’t repeat—but northern was the mother, and a village witch at that.” The knight peered around at me. “No offense, Your Highness!” he said, the title mildly colored with insincerity.

“No offense, do you say, Sir Walrick?” chided Lord Roth, a warning tone in his mild voice. “You speak to the future queen of Stelauris. You would certainly do well not to offend with such crudeness.”

“I said no offense, and I meant no offense!” Sir Walrick was clearly offended.

“I would insist upon more of an apology, if I thought it would not distress the princess further,” Lord Roth said, with an air of putting the subject to bed. He patted my hand, then reached for his wine glass.

“I am not too distressed to hear a true apology.” My sharp words escaped without forethought. I stared at the red-faced Walrick as coolly as I could manage.

Sir Walrick gaped at me, and the conversation around us stilled as other dinner guests leaned in, hungry for the drama.

“I regret speaking ill of the dead, Your Highness,” he said, inclining his head. A muscle twitched near his eye.

I was deciding whether the poor apology was worth my acknowledgement, when the king suddenly stirred in his throne and clanked his cup down on the table. Sir Walrick’s eyes flicked fearfully to King Ormand’s face, and his seated bow became a deeper one.

He needn’t have feared, however. The king turned to me, looking like a man who had just awoken from a deep sleep, with an expression of utter confusion. His eyes searched my face, and I felt a shudder of mixed fear and reluctant compassion.

“Danika?” he whispered. I started to shake my head, but he covered my hand with his and repeated my mother’s name, louder. This time, no one at the table missed the word. “I didn’t know you would be gracing us tonight, forgive me,” he said, all courtly congeniality.

I swallowed, unsure how to respond. The dais felt as if it were encased in a bubble, one that shut out the din of the revelers surrounding us. My father’s eyes slid around my face uncertainly.

I’d never seen him in such a state, and sympathy broke past my fear. How horrible it must be to feel the darkness closing in around your mind. To find walls flung up right and left, to have no way out and into the light. Throughout his decline of the past few years, his sane self was at least always there, even if just below the surface. But now, he seemed to be living only in the dark moments.

King Ormand straightened suddenly and spoke loudly. “Does not my wife look lovely tonight?” He was met with a moment of silence, then murmurs of agreement rose from around the table.

I chanced a terrified look around, and I saw no one to help me. There were frowns, to be sure, but there was also genuflection, and even amusement on some faces. Sir Walrick looked unpleasantly gratified by my humiliation.

Then, Lord Roth leaned forward, his expression gentle. “Forgive me, Your Majesty, but this is Princess Seren, your daughter.”

The stillness around the table intensified. The king was not contradicted. Not when he ordered floggings at random, nor when he drained the kingdom’s coffers for his own amusement. Not when his whims were outrageous, dangerously extravagant. And definitely not when he did not recognize his own daughter.

“Remember, my king? We’ve discussed this. She looks very much like her beautiful mother, may her soul rest in peace, but she is not. She will, of course, make a lovely queen in her own right.”

The king stared at Lord Roth for a long time, silent, uncomprehending.

“I know,” he finally said, and took another sip of his wine.

A palpable relief eased over the table. Conversation began to resume. I stared at one of the thick candles on the candelabra in front of me and watched the wax pool and then spill, dripping onto a craggy cliff. I felt numb, my head buzzing.

“Seren, my daughter,” King Ormand said, but not to me.

I stifled a cringe, wishing now that he would return to his stupor.

“She has made improvements, I am told. She will make an excellent wife, Roth.”

I turned in disbelief to Lord Roth, willing him to contradict my father. Lord Roth did not meet my eyes, but dabbed his lips lightly with a corner of the tablecloth, and inclined his head to my father.

I stared between them, uncomprehending. Finally, Lord Roth glanced at me, his expression entirely closed. Cordial, as usual, but unreadable. Surely, I would not be married to him.

The king continued, “She may continue her education for the time being, if it amuses her, but no amount of improvements could make her fit to be named my heir. I see that now. I have entertained the ludicrous idea of a female successor long enough, but she will not suit. She will still serve her king, however, when she produces a male child.”

I sat frozen, wondering if I had heard him correctly. Surely, these were the ramblings of a madman. But the king was not finished.

“The child must be of the purest stock if he is to replace her as my heir, as he shall. Fortunately, I’ve seven nephews of royal blood making their way here now, eager to please their king.” He considered his empty goblet for a moment, then flicked his hooded eyes to mine. “I care not which takes her hand, likely the eldest. But if he does not sire a son within the year, the marriage shall be annulled, and she shall be given as wife to the next brother. He shall be given a year to sire my heir. And so on. With seven at the ready, I should have an heir worthy of my crown within at least seven years, should I not, Lord Roth?”

My eyes darted to the silent Lord Roth, whose smile was brittle. But he said nothing. Lord Gifrey and Vasili were equally silent, their expressions inscrutable. I felt the room closing in around me, the air suddenly too thick to breathe. My skin grew cold. My father held out his cup for more wine in the tense silence that filled the space around him. Those revelers near enough to sense something afoot were drawing nearer.

Cup filled, the king lurched to his feet, then reached down and grasped my hand, pulling me up. “Stand, daughter. This is a momentous occasion. To celebrate your service to your king. Your purpose.”

My purpose. His words were muffled to my ringing ears. I was in shock.

The king raised his hand for a moment and stared at it. Then, he pulled a ring off of his little finger and held it up, examining it in the candlelight, curiously. Then he grasped my right hand, and pushed the ring onto my middle finger. A large, gleaming emerald shone out of an ornate golden setting.

“The band was made from the gold that the former queen spun herself,” he declared to the room. “Let it serve as a symbol of the great honor Princess Seren will bear as mother of the future king of Stelauris.”

Was that the gift my mother supposedly had? Spinning gold? My father at least remembered it so. My heart beat frantically in my throat, choking me.

“Princess Seren will marry when the poison season has passed.” King Ormand’s voice boomed across the hall now.

I shook my head slowly and glanced around at the silent knights and lords as spikes of fear split through my clouded, confused thoughts. Why was no one speaking? Panicked nausea filled me. I stared straight ahead, unseeing. I knew of my cousins, and nothing I’d heard was good. My father was willing to pass me from madman to madman until he had what he wanted. My head felt stuffed full of pure heat.

He kept talking, his voice too loud, hurting my ears. “She will never be ready to rule Stelauris. But by producing an heir with a son of my noble brother, may his soul rest in peace, she will be of better worth to the kingdom than she is now.” He held up a glass to me. “To my son!” His sudden laughter, as delighted as if the nonexistent baby had already been placed in his arms, reverberated off the marble walls.

“And when you have your heir?” I somehow managed to speak, although my voice was painfully small. “What of me then?”

He leaned close and spoke his answer in my ear, in a low voice that sounded eerily lucid. “Your firstborn son will be given immediately to me, and you will be returned to your confinement until I have further need of you. Perhaps I shall require a spare.” His voice dropped further, sending a chill down my spine. “Do not fail me as your mother did, or every one of your future children will be taken away, from the moment they draw breath.”

The room was silent. The king eyed his guests, still holding up his glass in one hand, presenting me and the ring on my finger as if he had just bestowed a great honor. Then, slowly, destroying my final scrap of hope, a smattering of polite applause began and grew. The blood drained from my face.

At that moment, I wished to be anybody else in the room except myself.


[image: 6]


Distractions Willful and Unwelcome

CORIN

Corin left the banquet early, sickened by the entire scene. He was nettled by the distinct feeling that he was getting played, but he couldn’t quite make out the shape of the scheme, or his role in it. In the awkward aftermath of the king’s announcement, Lord Roth had caught his eye with an expression that looked like a warning. Corin understood it to mean that the old lord expected him to keep biding his time. But as the corrupt intrigues of the court played out around him, Noveris sat vulnerable, waiting for her champion to do something.

The ports of the island had opened that very week, as the rapacious council remained unmoved by Lord Roth’s arguments to keep them closed for the rest of the season. They would start by raiding Noveris’ supply of clean water and produce as they carelessly ushered in contamination that would ultimately devastate the island. Roth’s assurances to Corin that the poison season was almost over did nothing to lessen his ire. The man was clearly losing what influence he once had in the council chambers. Corin wondered if he ought to cut his losses now and go home.

He pushed through the wooden door that led to the outer bailey. The cool night wind sliced through his hair, and he stopped for a moment in the dusty yard, catching his breath. The mingled scent of horse, dung, and the herb garden that grew rampant outside the kitchen assailed him, and he made for the barracks. He was grateful for the full night’s sleep ahead, at least. The long hours and the boredom of his daily post left him always feeling tired. Tonight, his body ached from the joust. He’d had little time to train since taking his position as the princess’ guard, and it had been too long since he’d put the necessary muscles to good use. He knew the attention it had gained him at court could be a successful step, but still a minor one in the grand scheme. Too minor to mend his agitated frustration.

A streak of brilliant green flashed in his periphery. He turned and saw the princess racing down toward the training yard, her gown streaming out behind her. He looked past her to find Falon and Arc, walking at least thirty paces behind their charge.

Corin hurried toward them. “Shouldn’t you be a bit more on her heels?” he asked sharply. In the weeks since he’d started his post, the importance of doing it well had apparently worn its way into his brain.

Falon and Arc glanced at each other. “She ordered us to leave her alone, and promised she wasn’t going far. Then she started running as soon as we left the castle,” Falon said anxiously.

Arc shrugged. “We can still see her,” he said, pointing. “I don’t think she’ll come to any harm.”

Corin turned and watched Princess Seren, a bright spot of green and red-gold in the moonlight, haul herself over the fence and onto one of the fields. She then sprinted toward one of the practice pells that the young trainees beat at with their weighted swords to build battle muscles. Corin now could see that she had a sword gripped in her hand, and as soon as she reached the pell, she began beating it with practiced, yet violent, strokes.

“She does that every second day anyway.” Falon was clearly unsure if it was his place to check the princess’ behavior or defend it. “Just getting in a bit of extra practice.”

“In the middle of the night? Like that?” Corin asked incredulously. The three guards were walking together toward the field, albeit slowly. The ferocity of the blows the princess dealt the poor pell was unlike anything Corin had seen her do in training.

“Maybe not quite like that,” Falon muttered.

“Letting off a bit of steam, more like,” said Arc wisely. “Rough night for her in there.”

The following silence was pointed. It was no mystery what might have stoked her wrath to such an inferno.

“She’s mad.” Corin watched her beating the pell as if it were an enemy she would cut to ribbons.

“She’s also doing it wrong,” observed Arc.

“Her feet are right, but she’s going to hurt her wrists.” Falon sounded sorry for the princess, and perhaps it was the pity in her vicinity that made her halt and look over her shoulder.

“I said I’d like to be alone!” she shouted.

“Yes, Your Highness!” Falon called in reply, and immediately turned his back and stood at attention.

Arc followed suit, but Corin stayed where he was.

“As you wish, Your Highness,” he said loudly. “But you’re going to want to adjust your edge alignment, or else your wrists will be too sore to hold a sword for at least a week!”

There was a long silence. Seren stood motionless, the moon lighting her silhouette but shadowing her face.

“Otherwise, exemplary form, Highness!” Corin added. He started to turn back to the barracks.

“Would you show me?” Her voice, cracked with exhaustion, called out behind him.

Corin turned back in surprise.

“Sir Kaius usually points out adjustments, but I’ve forgotten them all tonight.” She wiped her hand across her forehead.

Corin paused in indecision for a moment. Then Falon jerked his chin, urging him to go help the princess. She had had a rough night. Corin wouldn’t soon forget the sick fear in her eyes when King Ormand announced his plans for her.

“There is a lot to remember,” Corin said bracingly, as he quickly crossed the field and stepped over the rough rails that served as fencing.

As he approached the princess, he noticed with disquiet that the pell she’d beaten with her dulled sword was the same one that Argan had been tied to for his flogging. The bloodstains had not been scrubbed out. She pushed her loosened hair out of her eyes and looked grimly up at Corin as he drew close.

“Here, show me. I don’t want to practice it wrong,” she said, holding the sword out to him and passing the leather-wrapped hilt into his grip.

“Isn’t this heavy for you?” Corin asked in surprise. It was the same weight he used.

She gave a slight shrug. “It was the first one I saw.”

“Well, that’s likely why you’re struggling with proper edge alignment. I’ve watched you practice at the pell, and you do better with a sword of the proper weight.” He almost told her that her dedication and progress impressed him, but discomfort stopped him. Pity was resentfully easing past his stony resolve, yet it felt like flattery to offer compliments to the royal he hoped to shuffle to the side to make way for himself.

“Stand back,” he advised.

Corin demonstrated the maneuver, then showed her his grip on the weapon and how to make sure she struck from the proper angle. He tried to resist showing off. Then he held the sword out for her to take again. He saw the way the weight of it fell rather unexpectedly into her hands, and she adjusted her footing to compensate. She stepped up to the pell and executed a few slow practice strikes. She was close, but still not getting it exactly.

“May I?” Corin asked, stepping toward her. She nodded, and he put his hands on hers, nudging her cold fingers into an adjusted hold on the weapon, and helped her straighten her wrists. It was almost jarring to touch her after months of following her at a respectful distance.

When Corin was satisfied with her grip, he stepped back, and she attacked the pell, leaning her whole body into the motion, raining blow after well-placed blow upon the bloodstained pole. She was aggressive, but not out of control. Her movements eventually became less ferocious, but no less focused. The fury with which she had stormed onto the field seemed to dissipate as she concentrated.

As soon as she lowered her sword and paused to rest, Corin nodded in approval. She was working too hard to catch her breath to say anything, and he had no more advice to give. He offered a bow and left.

But after stepping over the fence, he couldn’t help but call back to her, “I recommend more single-hand sword and shield-work for you, Your Highness. You have this pretty well in hand, but single-hand swordplay suits you. Your shield-work is passing, but needs tightening up. Good night.” He bowed again, then continued on his way.

A warning seemed to ring through him, that any further sympathy he incurred for the princess would be dangerous. Her father continually proved himself unfit to rule. But deposing him and putting an end to an imposter’s line could become a bloody affair, with no good outcome for the princess.

As he passed Falon and Arc, still dutifully standing guard with their backs to the princess, Falon shot him a small, crooked grin. Corin nodded goodnight, then made his way to the barracks to the sound of Seren’s sword striking the pell over and over again. He knew that no amount of expended effort could chase away her anger and terror.

Clearly, her future was also a dark one if Ormand was not deposed.
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SEREN

I was in my workshop early the next morning, my head pounding, and my shoulder muscles stiff and aching. Sleep had been elusive, and I needed to work on something. Anything. I mindlessly hammered an hour away at my forge, working on a copper cuff that I tried to inlay with silverwheat and pricklewool for their healing properties, but it only resulted in a foolish mess. I worked with a clumsy, fierce focus, pushing the hard shapes of painful thoughts to the edges of my mind.

None of the supposed star-blessed magic lit inside me, and I did not attempt to search for it. I needed the physical work for its meager distraction. I had to put the cuff back into the forge to adjust the shape, but then the pricklewool burned in the too-hot metal, dotting the otherwise smooth surface with its mottled black seeds, and the fuzzy stems of the silverwheat melted away to nothing.

Throwing down my tools, I quit the endeavor and moved on to a half-finished weaving project, which was draped over the loom where I’d abandoned it days ago, largely due to the smell. Dungorse and black muskwool produced a fully fireproof textile when tightly woven together, but the slimy strands of the dungorse that curled and slithered of their own accord, and the sweet, deathlike odor of the muskwool were truly revolting. My stained fingers wrapped and pulled with a ferocity that seemed to alarm Meline when she entered the room an hour after sunrise.

“I’d have thought you would be sleeping off your long night,” she said with surprise. “Word is that you must have drunk a bit more than was good for you because you left with a headache. Probably before you’d properly eaten, too, I’d guess. You know, you really should be wearing gloves when you handle dungorse—”

“What else did you hear?” My heart hammered in my chest at the realization that I couldn’t force last night out of my head any longer. A slimy strand slipped through my fingers and wrapped itself around my wrist, and the complicated weave knotted. I peeled the tightly wound, tail-like strand from my wrist, then plucked at the snarled clump angrily.

“Whatever do you mean?” All traces of amusement had fled Meline’s face. “I only heard that people thought you drank liberally, then left with a headache.” She sat on the bench next to me and coughed into her sleeve. “But I suppose I did notice an excessive amount of whispering among the staff, even more than usual. What happened?”

“I don’t even know,” I said, tears springing to my eyes. I finally released the mess of dungorse and muskwool I was failing to jerk into order. It twitched in rebellious relief when I let it drop. I clasped my filthy hands tightly together. “I mean, I do. My father—he—” I struggled to find the words to put to what had occurred. I didn’t want to say it aloud and make it real.

“He has been worsening,” Meline said grimly, misunderstanding my anguish.

I took in a shaky breath, then stared down at my stained hands as I spoke. “He says that . . . he announced that—he will marry me off to one of my cousins at the end of the season. And possibly . . . to one after another until I produce an heir.”

Meline was silent for so long that I began to wonder if she’d heard me. Tears of shame fell into my lap. Finally, I choked them away and looked up. Her eyes were fixed on me, her face very white, her expression frozen.

“He says I must marry when the poison season passes. So probably in no more than a month or two,” I said. “He says that I will—that because he has no son and I am unfit to rule, that my purpose—” I couldn’t finish. I couldn’t speak of how my father viewed me as chattel. I would be sick all over my weaving if I did.

“That cannot be,” Meline whispered. “That family is demonstrably madder than he is, for one thing. The lords—the council won’t let him . . .” Her eyes were on my weaving, and she almost seemed to be speaking to herself.

“They will allow it—people applauded,” I gasped. “He said he’d isolate me again and take my child away. I can’t do it, Meline.” I struggled to speak through my tight throat. Panic was rising, cutting off my air supply.

“Sit down on the floor, Seren,” Meline quickly instructed and helped me down to the cold stone floor.

I realized that I was gulping for breath, but no air was passing into my lungs. She knelt next to me and gently pushed my head between my knees and rubbed her hand over my back. I gasped over and over—ill, airless sounds. My periphery began to darken, and everything felt soft and floaty. I propped my forehead against my knees. Eventually, I realized that I was breathing normally again, although my limbs were like deadweights and I had no idea how long we’d been on the floor.

“I’m getting up now,” I murmured, feeling foolish.

Meline wrapped her arm around me, and I struggled to my feet, feeling like an overgrown baby.

“You’re right, Seren,” she said firmly. “You can’t do it. You must not. And you won’t. Do not believe for a moment that this is your fate.”

“What shall I do?” Desperation was slowly beginning to replace my panic, and neither was helpful.

She settled me gently back onto the bench. “I don’t know yet. I had the faintest hope that they would all just leave you alone until your father passed, and then you would control your future.” There was an edge to her voice. “And you could do much good for this kingdom, I have no doubt of it. But, the disgusting nature of this stunt aside, the lords obviously don’t intend to let you to come into your power at all. We can’t let this happen.”

“What can we do if he has their support?”

“My immediate concern is for your safety. If the council intends to sit back and allow this to take place, they likely have a reason. I don’t want to frighten you, but after what happened to your mother, I don’t trust the lords one bit.”

“What do you mean?”

She furrowed her brow. “Lord Roth wasn’t on the council back then, as I recall, so that’s something. But Danika’s commoner background and the rumors of her unusual abilities were enough to cause the lords—Gifrey and Vasili among them—to convince the king to keep her under lock and key. They never let her see her family again. She was truly a prisoner until . . . until she was gone.”

Meline’s eyes were brimming with tears, startling me out of my own torment. She suddenly inhaled a labored breath, and one of her coughing fits overcame her.

She took in several slow, steadying breaths, then grasped my hand and held tight. A puzzled expression came to her face. She drew my hand closer and stared at my mother’s emerald that still sat on my middle finger.

Her face grew white again. “Your father gave you that?” she managed.

“Yes. How did you—”

She put her arms around me, another display of affection that I had rarely experienced from my composed companion. She spoke in my ear quietly but with urgent intensity. “Seren. You must get away from here.”

Then she collapsed.
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I threw open the door to my workshop and called sharply to my guards. I had been able to catch Meline and lower her to the floor, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to haul her to a bed without hurting her.

Falon and Arc rushed into the room and stopped in their tracks when they saw Meline crumpled on the floor.

“Carry her to my chamber,” I said. Urgent terror for Meline crowded my mind, but I also wanted the guards out of my workshop as swiftly as possible. Nothing good could come of my private studies becoming common knowledge.

The guards carefully lifted Meline and carried her out of the room. I followed close behind and locked the door to the workshop behind me.

“Lay her on my bed,” I instructed.

The guards laid her on top of my brocade coverlet.

“Send for a physician, quickly.”

They bowed to me and stepped out of the room.

I bent over Meline and listened to her breathing, which was painfully shallow and almost inaudible. Her chest barely rose and fell, and it seemed like a long time passed in between breaths. I pulled a chair near the bed and took her hand.

Closing my eyes, I let the instinct to try to heal her push aside every other thought. The sensation, that was less a mystery now and more like a cumbersome new tool, stirred with purpose and began to gather within me. With my mind, I searched for the source of her weakness. When I’d healed myself, I had known exactly where the pain originated from. It was different with Meline; searching for the source of her distress was disorienting. No sooner had I begun to get a sense of my bearings, easing my mind toward her dim, flickering center, than a loud knock on the door jolted my concentration. I released Meline’s hand and ran to the door.

The court physician was a small, tidy man who favored swirling lavender robes and an overabundance of scented hair oils. He offered a shallow bow, then swept past me in a fog of sugared rose perfume. I wondered if it was meant to insulate himself from the odors of the sickbeds, and how his patients could bear it.

He listened to her breathe and to her heartbeat for a long time. He pulled her eyelids up and inspected the whites of her eyes, then heaved a great sigh. He took out a small silver dagger and, before I could react, leaned over her and incised a small, neat “X” in the hollow of her throat.

“What are you doing?” I exclaimed.

Instinctively, I threw my hands out and hovered them over Meline as if to guard her, but he had finished. He wiped his small knife on a handkerchief and tucked it into a pocket of his robe. Tiny beads of blood welled up over the mark below Meline’s throat.

“I’m afraid the poison has coated her lungs. This is the most efficient way to indicate to the undertakers which bodies are for the pyre. The poisonous mushrooms will sprout where the bodies are buried, you know, which is why we thoroughly reduce the corpses to ash and commit them to the sea.” He spoke in the droning tone of a lecturer giving an explanation for the hundredth time.

“What bodies?” I stared at him in horror. “She’s still alive!”

The physician looked slightly taken aback, as if he never expected such a reaction from me. He then folded his face into a sympathetic smile, quickly rerouting his demeanor to one more acceptable to a grieving loved one.

“Of course. I know how dear an old governess can be to a young lady. But, as the poison has made its home in her lungs, there is nothing that can be done. I’m sure your father will see that she is made comfortable until the end, if you tell him how it troubles you.” His eyes flicked over me in bland curiosity. “Shall I arrange a sick room for the poor soul? She would be well—”

“No, thank you. I will see that she is settled with her family,” I said coldly, even as I remembered she had none.

He bowed again. “Of course. Good day, Your Highness.”

I stood motionlessly for a long moment after the door closed behind the useless man. My own breath felt frozen inside of me.

I couldn’t lose Meline.

She stirred, and I shook myself out of my numb shock and fell to her side. She was not fully awake yet, but her forehead was creased in an expression of pain. I cursed the hateful so-called doctor to the dust.

“This, at least, I can fix,” I muttered, and cupped a hand gently over the wound the physician had cut into her skin as if she were nothing more than a nameless corpse.

Although I had no starlight, I wished for it and took Meline’s hand in mine. Closing my eyes, I found the wound immediately. The pain of it seemed to flare hot, and I could sense how it irritated her; she was semiconscious. I thought of a cold stream running briskly, of the night sky at harvesttime, of marble floors at midwinter. I still didn’t know what I was doing, only that it seemed to be working. I felt a coolness slip through my mind and cover the wound. I pushed the coolness over it gently, slowly, as if in layers. My mind tugged gently at the edges of the neatly parted skin, pulling them back together like a seam.

A sudden lightheadedness swept over me, and I cautiously withdrew my thoughts. I held my breath and opened my eyes. The room spun for a moment, then righted itself. Meline was still unconscious, but the fresh wound on her throat had been closed over with a delicate, pink layer of skin.

I gazed at her for a long moment, biting my lip. I wanted to do more. I didn’t know if I could possibly reverse what had been set in motion by the poison. I wanted to doubt the physician’s diagnosis, but I’d sensed it inside her, coiled like a dark shadow that was slowly unfurling. It was there, and it would kill her unless I could do something about it.

The day stretched on in ominous silence as I contemplated Meline’s state. The skin-sealing had left me tired, but eventually, I could bear my restlessness no longer. The poison was likely spreading through her body by the moment. I had to do something.

I stood very still next to Meline and calmed myself as best as I could. Then I took her hand again and delved into the connection that I seemed to have formed when I healed her cut. It was much easier to find my way this time, but harder to know what to do. A rush of power begging to be used met me, its effect on my own body dizzying. My head felt muffled, as if I had plunged under water. I sensed the shadow of poison, stealing her strength, and I approached it warily, but felt no instinct telling me what to do with it. I sensed pain when she breathed, and I turned my attention to that. Using the same unhurried nudges as before, I imagined a breath of wind off the sea, catching it and gently pouring it over her aching lungs, pushing the dark, encroaching shadows to the sides to make way for the gentle, lifting breaths of energy and oxygen.

Inside our connection, I felt the strains of a laughing lullaby, a soft, humming voice, and a wrench of terrible loss and joyful memory clashing, overcoming me. I gasped for air, almost unable to bear it. Afraid to do damage to Meline by losing control, I pulled away as carefully as I could. I remembered the blood that had poured out of my wound when I lost control trying to heal myself, and quickly I opened my eyes and leaned over her, checking for evidence of a worsened state.

But no blood poured, her cut was still sealed, and she was breathing more deeply now. Meline looked like she was sleeping peacefully, rather than meeting death halfway. Tears filled my eyes.

I realized as I wiped my eyes with shaking hands, that what I had just done was not a skin-sealing, nor anything I’d tried before. I had plunged into a sort of hunt, searching for answers within the connection with Meline that the skin-sealing had established, and had achieved at least a temporary state of stability for her. I was both astonished and terrified. Meline’s life meant too much for me to use her as a practice pell for unknown magic, but she also meant too much for me to abandon her to the inevitability of the poison pyre.
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Poisonous Fate

CORIN

The Gilded Palace staff sick rooms were little more than cramped stone cells, too much like the inside of a tomb for Corin’s liking. They were comprised of narrow chambers, one floor above the deep-dug dungeons, each bed partitioned away from the others by wooden screens which created a “room.” If a member of the palace staff became too ill to work or travel to family, they were sent here to die. There were no windows to relieve the stale air, and the harsh sounds of wracking coughs were buried too deep in the earth to disturb the healthy inhabitants of the castle.

Jens had been removed to the sick rooms as soon as his cough took on the familiar, desperate airlessness that chilled Corin’s blood whenever he heard it. Human contagion was not feared from the poison—it spread in earth, freshwater, and airborne smoke from the ground-burnings. While no one in Felaurum could truly escape the reality of the death that surrounded them, Corin had noticed that those who lived inside the palace walls were somehow comforted when the dying were tucked neatly out of sight.

He’d spent the day off duty thanks to the tourney, although there was no competition today, and made his way to Jens’s bedside when he heard how ill his friend had become. He shifted on the stool that he’d pulled up next to Jens’s bed hours ago, careful not to tip over the oil lamp that did little to light the space. He wished it did even less, though. The ashen purpling of Jens’s skin was an all too familiar harbinger of death. The poison had acted quickly, and it would not be long now. He sat by his comrade, offering what little comfort his anxious presence could provide. More than anything, he wanted to breathe in open air again, leaving death belowground. But he couldn’t leave Jens to die alone.

A heavy tread sounded in the corridor, and the door scraped open. Corin looked over his shoulder to see Falon squeezing his large frame around the screen. Corin didn’t know how long he had sat with Jens, but Falon’s shift must have ended. Jens had already been replaced with a guard named Borys, who stood guard now.

“You should get some sleep,” Falon whispered. “You’ve been here for hours and it’s past nightfall. Aren’t you competing in the melee in the morning?”

“Yes, but I can stay a bit longer.”

“Will he . . .”

Falon let his question hang, and Corin didn’t know what to say. The boy would be dead by morning, and in spite of Corin’s exhaustion and the airless oppression of the stone closing in around him, he couldn’t bring himself to leave Jens’s side.

A weak gasp from the narrow bed formed an unexpected set of words. “I’m sorry for the trouble.” A breath-stealing cough was the cost of this effort.

The unrecognizable tone in Jens’s voice, rising from his sickbed, startled them both. Corin leaned over Jens and laid a steadying hand on his shoulder, murmuring words that he hoped comforted. Memory, grief, and fear welled up.

Jens’s body grew rigid. Corin groped for his stiff, curled hand as he watched the young man take what would be his final, infinitesimal breath. His lips, a week ago laughing, were now a frozen, dark bruise.

The comrades stayed with the dead awhile in the darkness, silently and soberly respectful of the light that had flickered out of the world.

When Falon and Corin slowly emerged into the cool night sometime later, Corin thought perhaps he’d never been more relieved to breathe in Felaurum air.

“This is going to be a rough one for Arc,” Falon said heavily as they crossed the bailey. “They’d known each other awhile.”

Corin nodded, wanting his bed and solitude.

“Had you ever seen it before? The poison taking someone?” Falon asked in his matter-of-fact way.

Corin cleared his throat. “My father, this past spring. It was the same.”

“Sorry,” Falon rumbled awkwardly.

They were silent for a moment, nodding to the guards who manned the inner bailey walls as they passed through the doorway.

Corin spoke again as they ambled past the stables, not sure why he was offering more information, except that it felt like a small relief to do so. “We don’t usually see the poison in Solis.” He almost stumbled over the word. “But my father had come to the city on business.”

He had come, in fact, after the Noveris court representative had abandoned them. He’d hoped to reason with the council when they first began to talk of opening the ports.

“He returned with poison in his lungs. We had no procedures for handling the infected dead. But he didn’t want to contaminate the rest of our land, so he gave instructions to cremate his body at sea as soon as he passed. It was not the final conversation I imagined having with him.” And much sooner than he had ever expected, as well. Corin lowered his head, suddenly ashamed as the pain buffeted him. So many unspoken conversations, so many lost moments.

“That’s rotten. I’ve been lucky so far,” Falon said, his voice heavy. He paused just past the stables, before they could draw any nearer to the barracks, and faced Corin.

“Listen,” he said, his tone shifting to a cautious, quieter one. “Did you know that Jens had done quite a lot of snooping around on the princess?”

“What?” Corin looked at him. “Spying on her?”

Falon nodded, his expression guarded. “Bribed. He told me so, when things began to look bad for him.”

“He was spying on her for pay?” Corin was incredulous. Jens had struck him as earnest, open, and honest. He’d been proud of his position as a royal guard.

“Poor fellow. It was eating him up. But the money was good. He said he never discovered much, except that she had some unusual interests that she pursued in those extra rooms of hers. Anyway, he never told me more than that. Wouldn’t say who’d hired him.”

What Corin could see of Falon’s expression in the sparse torchlight took on an apologetic sort of solemnity. The guard shifted again uncomfortably. “But anyway . . . I just wanted to make sure you know: I am loyal to Her Royal Highness, and I intend to do my duty with honor. I’m angry at myself for not having realized that one of our own was treacherous for pay, and I will be more alert than ever from now on. I’ve already had a talk with Arc. Had to bend a few fingers back to be sure, but he’s honest. He didn’t know what Jens got up to.” Falon’s lips twitched slightly at the memory.

Corin held out a hand, even as a note of guilt hummed through him when Falon spoke of loyalty. “You have my word, Falon. I’ve never spied on the princess and have no intention to. I’d dearly love to know who paid Jens to, though. Go on, then,” he said, indicating his offered hand.

Falon grinned then. “I don’t really think that will be necessary. Your word is better than Arc’s. He cheats at dice.” He started to move away, then stopped.

“You ought to know, speaking as we were of, er, poison deaths . . . the princess’ companion . . .”

Corin froze. “She’s dead?”

“Not yet, but the physician says she will be soon. I know,” he said, correctly reading Corin’s expression. “She’s really going through a lot.”

Corin knew that he meant Seren.

“But, you never know, things could turn around for her.” Corin looked at him skeptically, and Falon jerked his head toward the palace. “Maybe he’ll be next.”
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The next morning was dreary and drizzly. Corin battled mechanically, putting years of training to use, but he hated melee combat. While he could enjoy the sport of the jousts and single man-to-man combat, he found that packing men and horses into an arena to wildly skirmish in a pseudo-battle, with no clear sides, and chaos reigning, was utterly inane.

His place among the victors at the end couldn’t shake the despondency from his bones. The night he’d passed weighed on him heavily. Anger curled around the ribbon of grief that flowed through his veins. It was not enough—it would never be enough—to sit with a dying man and offer him small comfort when he could do something to prevent more such deaths.

But he was doing nothing but trailing around after the princess and, today, parading in armor offering vicious, thickheaded entertainment for a crowd that was desperate for distraction.

He raised his shield in acknowledgement of the cheers and glanced toward the crimson-canopied royal box as the last of the battered losers were hauled off the field. To his stinging, sweat-filmed eyes, it looked like a bloody smear against the leaking grey sky. Blinking, he offered a shallow bow, his eyes on the princess. She sat straight as a rail, wedged between her father and Lord Vasili. Her face was pale and drawn, her eyes devoid of any emotion. Her hands gripped the arms of her chair. He wondered if anyone had bothered to inform her that one of her own guards had succumbed to the poison.
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SEREN

The terror generated by Meline’s condition left almost no room for me to dread joining my father in the royal box, but in spite of my distracted mind, I found that a different, exhausting sort of fear gripped me in his presence now. The king sat close enough for me to catch his scent: wine and greased fur from his mantle, mixing sharply with sweat. The very familiarity of it made me feel ill. I’d hurl myself off the scaffolding if it would help me escape my fate. But I would have to plan something more sensible than that. The Guard was everywhere I looked, and I wouldn’t get far on broken limbs.

In reality, our interactions were no different than before, but the atmosphere had shifted nevertheless. The lords now held back their sneering asides, instead whispering their conversation too low for me to hear and adopting a somber sort of obeisance in my presence. Even Lord Roth’s congeniality toward me had cooled to a solemn deference.

Still, the sparse conversation that did take place grated my tightly wound nerves. I could barely pull my mind away from my discomfort and Meline to attend what was happening before my eyes, let alone respond intelligently. Meline had passed the night well enough, though she still coughed a great deal and had not regained full consciousness. I’d left her in the care of a discreet maid named Brit, who I knew that Meline trusted, but I was growing nearly frantic with the need to return and make sure her state had not worsened. The strange fizzing of magic in my veins was almost commonplace now, vying to be noticed.

When the last of the bloody contestants had been hauled from the arena, I realized that my father had fallen asleep. I took advantage of his snoring to turn toward Lord Roth.

“May I have a word with you, my lord?” I asked quietly.

A look of resignation crossed his face before he offered a courteous nod. I stood and descended the rickety wooden stairs, and waited with my guards for Lord Roth to join me.

“You know what I want to ask you,” I said as soon as he’d crossed the short length of grassy lawn.

His keen eyes searched my face before he spoke. “I wish I could help, Your Highness.”

I forced my expression to remain rigidly impassive, even while the last of my foolish hope began to flicker out.

Lord Roth’s tone was decisive. “This, unfortunately, is your only path to pleasing your father.”

“And if that doesn’t matter to me?”

He sounded respectfully apologetic. “I suppose I should have said . . . it is your only path. Your father will not be moved.”

To my dismay, my head began to swim, and I worried that I would pass out again. My brain would prefer to shut my body down completely rather than face this possibility, it would seem. I closed my eyes for a moment, focusing on rooting my feet to the earth, and took a long, deep breath. I felt a steadying hand on my shoulder. The rush in my veins paused and then flared aggressively. I opened my eyes with an unexpected renewal of strength. Lord Roth pulled his hand back as if he’d been burned.

“We have tried, Princess,” he said, clasping his hands behind his back. “I am afraid . . . when he insists as strongly as this, there is nothing we can do. His unchecked wrath is dangerous, as you well know. Your own safety and that of your future offspring would be at risk should you rebel.” He winced slightly as he spoke. “I am sorry. But do look, if you can, on the bright side. As queen mother, you will be looked after, and delight in your children—”

“Except for my firstborn and any others that he takes away from me,” I countered.

“Well, yes.” Roth had the grace to glance down for a moment. “He is quite determined that your firstborn son shall be raised by him alone, as his own. He is adamant. But do try to see the advantages of—”

“I require a hedgewitch,” I interrupted.

“I’m sorry, you require a what?” The befuddlement that crossed his face would have been amusing under other circumstances.

“A hedgewitch,” I repeated sharply. “Yes. For . . . reasons of a personal nature. It is not uncommon for soon-to-be wed women to consult a hedgewitch, but my father is not fond of them, which is why I turn to you in this matter. I apologize for being indelicate.”

His expression cleared and he nodded knowingly.

My cheeks flamed at having used my impending marriage to procure the hedgewitch, but I had to use the circumstances available to me.

“Of course. That may be arranged.”

“The sooner the better,” I said, forcing a smile. “If possible, I prefer the hedgewitch named Hedy who lives near the Scale Bridge. She has a good reputation among women of . . . quality,” I stammered, pretending to know exactly what I was talking about.

“Of course.” His expression was easy now, perhaps with some relief that I seemed accepting of my fate.

“I will see that it is quietly arranged. One other small matter of business, while we are speaking, Your Highness.” He squinted as a sprinkling of raindrops broke through the heavy air and pattered against his delicate complexion.

“Yes?” I asked, anxious to return to Meline.

“There has been a slight change to your guard patrol. One of the young men succumbed to the poison late last night.”

My stomach dropped. Falon and Arc were on duty now, and Corin was relieved for the week. Of my regular guards, that only left Jens, the serious young night guard with friendly, anxious eyes.

“A replacement has already been arranged. I only wished to inform Your Highness of the change. A good day to you.”

He bent into a low bow, then left me standing in the now-dancing raindrops, feeling desperately overwhelmed.
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Her Mother’s Daughter, Part Two

SEREN

Brit proved to be an excellent and discreet nurse for Meline. I arranged to have her assigned as my personal maid, and while I tried to stay with Meline as often as possible, Brit kept close watch over her whenever I was compelled to leave my chamber. As often as I could, I used my untested abilities to nudge Meline away from the edge, and over the course of a fortnight, she remained as she was: hovering in a weak, drowsing state, breathing with difficulty, but occasionally coughing less. Without her intimate knowledge of our workroom library to guide me, my scattered attempts to further my understanding of my own powers of healing proved fruitless.

As the last days of summer slipped away, my fear gnawed endlessly at me, and I was no closer to a solution for the nightmare my future had become. My brain tried to conjure a plan in fits and starts—I would lie awake for hours at night with my mind skipping frantically between worries for Meline and impossible escape plans. I couldn’t leave her alone, but I also could not sit and wait until forced to submit to my father’s command. In the darkest of those hours, when the full implications of my intended future pushed their way into my mind, forcing me to stare them starkly in the face, I knew that I would do anything, anything to escape.

One small mercy was that my father had not summoned me since the High Summer Tourney. It was the lords who disturbed me regularly; none could resist mentioning my upcoming marriage whenever we chanced to meet, and I ignored a growing slew of notes from Lord Gifrey, requesting meetings to discuss the impending nuptials.

With my mind constantly buzzing with a mounting stack of fears, I began to abandon my pointless tutors and apply myself only to my riding and combat training. As I readied for the training yard one morning, I clumsily knocked down the little pile of Meline’s clothes which Brit had neatly folded and laid on my dressing bench. The small, oval brooch Meline always wore, which had rested on top, now tumbled to the floor.

Feeling a twinge of guilt for my uncontrolled curiosity, I picked up the brooch and examined it. She’d worn it over her heart every day, and I always wondered if there was any special significance to it, but felt it too personal a question to ask.

With a quick glance at her sleeping form, I turned the smooth, golden oval over in my fingers. There was no hinge or seam, but that struck me as wrong. There was something inside of it. I was sure.

Closing my eyes, I reached for a seam with my thoughts, as I had done when I searched for the poison in Meline. There it was: a barely perceptible line dividing the gold into two halves. Without opening my eyes, I slid a thread of magic into the seam, and with a firm push, as I would give a rusty lock, I separated the two halves of the brooch. It popped open in my hand.

I gasped and opened my eyes, suddenly afraid and unwilling to explore the brooch the same way I had opened it, for I’d felt something. When it had opened, a painful rush that could only be described as grief struck me, straight to the core, nearly knocking the breath from my lungs.

Inside the brooch was a tiny braid, woven of very small locks of hair. The thinner lock was golden red, like mine, and the other, brown. Uneasiness stole over me as I stared at the braid for a moment. Then I snapped the brooch shut again and set it back on top of her folded jacket. I didn’t know why the locket unsettled me so, but I greatly regretted my prying.

I spent the morning in the training yard, punishing my muscles in an effort to expunge the anxious memory of the locket. After my third sparring bout, working with a single-hand sword and shield, Sir Kaius approached me and dismissed the soldier who had dutifully trained opposite me.

“Your Highness is well past the abilities required of a crown princess, as I’ve noted before.” He squinted against the glare of the morning sun.

I knew that I should correct Sir Kaius when he called me crown princess. I would never come into my power. But I couldn’t help but cling to the illusion of loyalty.

“Would you like to dismiss your men to other duties?” I asked, handing my shield to a squire. Sweat dripped down my temple. “Because if it is causing any discontent, I can practice with a pell instead. I don’t wish to interfere with your work here.”

“What I am trying to say, Your Highness, is that you push yourself very hard. The point of this Guard is to protect you, and while you have become fully competent, and I believe you are wise to maintain your skill, I want to caution you not to let fear drive you. This Guard is your resource; it will one day belong to you.”

I worked to keep my face neutral. “Nothing will belong to me, Sir Kaius,” I said, ashamed of the emotion that turned my tone harsh. I caught my breath, then glanced up at him. I realized just how badly I was hoping for an ally. The only person I trusted in the world was hovering between life and death.

“Your Highness, I have to humbly disagree.” Rather than humble, he looked mildly indignant. “But if continued training to protect yourself is important to you, my men will gladly work in service of that. You’ve earned the respect of many of them, you know, and that loyalty is not easily won.”

“But I imagine it can be easily lost.” I glanced at the pell that still bore bloodstains from Argan’s beating, then shaded my eyes and pretended interest in the formation drills on the opposite field. “If it hasn’t already begun, it will soon enough. Who can retain loyalty to an heir forced to bear a son for another to claim, rather than inherit the throne in her own right? Who would fight for that person? They are right to be ashamed of me, and my father.”

“No,” he countered. “I mean what I said. There’s been a shift in attitude since you’ve been down here every day. They see a hardworking fighter in you, and if there’s anything they understand, it’s that. That loyalty will serve you well.”

I looked up at him, surprised by the sincerity in his voice, to see the genuine affirmation in his sun-weathered face. But there was a warning in his expression as well.

Before I could probe for some clarity, a sharp voice rang out behind me. “Your Highness!”

I turned automatically to see a messenger, catching his breath next to my guards. “You’re needed in your chambers at once, Your Highness,” Corin relayed to me. The messenger nodded and swept a bow, enlightening me no further.

I bit my tongue before I could ask who had summoned me. My breath fluttered in my throat at the thought that Meline might have taken a turn for the worse. Corin caught my eye, and I looked away quickly. While I’d never explicitly filled my guards in on Meline’s situation, they couldn’t fail to guess how ill she was.

I realized, as we made our way back to my chambers, that there had been an increased alertness to my guards’ movements of late. They seemed to flank me a bit tighter, compelling me to walk more swiftly to our destinations.

When we reached my room, Falon stepped directly behind me, and Corin put his hand on the door. “May I, Your Highness?”

I stared at him blankly for a moment. His dark eyes were sharp, and a faint line showed between his brows.

“I would like to enter before you and check the room, if I may.”

“Oh—very well,” I said, unsure what he expected to find.

He stepped in before me with a jingle of armor, then reappeared after a brief pause.

“Did you request a—an old woman?” he asked, his voice almost stern.

“What was that?” A strange voice squawked from my room.

I slid past Corin and through the doorway, ignoring his question. “Thank you for your vigilance,” I said quickly, shutting the door between us.

A smell then struck me, so strong and foreign that it nearly set me coughing. It was a pungent blend of kitchen herbs, cat, and other odors I had no wish to identify. The room was dim except for the shaft of light that cut through from the half-open window.

“Brit?” I asked anxiously, hastening to Meline’s side as my eyes attempted to adjust to the low light.

“I’ve sent the girl away. She wouldn’t stop asking questions,” said a voice that somehow rasped and rang out at the same time.

But when I heard it, relief flooded me. Lord Roth had finally honored my request.

“Hedy,” I said, looking over at the lump of trailing, musty-looking robes that engulfed the woman sitting on the far side of Meline. The smell made sense now. Although I had only met Hedy on rare occasions throughout my life, it was usually in the open air, where her unabashed scent was not as potent as it was here.

The hedgewitch clicked her teeth and leaned over Meline, who was sleeping deeply with the sheets tucked under her chin. “She’s in a bad way. Although I can see she has been closer to death than she is now.” Hedy fixed me with a pointed stare, alert eyes a clear, bright amber in spite of the age that wore the rest of her face into innumerable sagging lines.

“How bad?” I asked tightly.

Hedy sniffed loudly. “I will need to get some supplies, but I can bring her further from the edge.”

“Can she recover?”

Hedy sniffed again. Perhaps it was part of her investigative process. “We’ll see.” She stood slowly and began to shuffle around the bed toward me.

I stood still, resisting the urge to back away from her. Her long grey and yellow hair was pulled back into a braid that trailed down her back. She had tucked sprigs of lavender into it at some point in the distant past, and crumbles of the dried florets flaked off of her.

“I can pay you for your trouble, if you vow to do everything you can to heal her,” I offered as she drew near. She reached out and took my sword hand in one of her smooth, knotty ones. She held it for a moment, turning it over and looking at my calloused fingertips.

“Keep doing what you’ve been doing,” she croaked, still studying my hand. “My ministrations combined with your own might be enough.”

I didn’t like the word might. I gently reclaimed my hand and led her to the door. “I will instruct my guards to allow you to come and go as you please. I, uh, I have let on that you’re here to help me . . .”

“You’re to be wed sooner than later, I hear?” she asked, peering up at me. She was very short.

I nodded stiffly.

“Then I know what you let them believe.” She chuckled darkly. “Smart girl. They’ll ask no questions if they think a hedgewitch is here to prepare the princess for her future as a wife.”

I nodded again, every inch of me hating the lie.

I saw her out, leaving instructions with the guards to make sure she was given passage through the castle and access to my room, and then returned inside as Corin escorted the slow, tottering figure down the hall.

While I knew very few people, I was fortunate to know a hedgewitch. Hedy was one of a few who occasionally were summoned discreetly by the ladies of the court, and Meline often met her on those occasions to purchase supplies for my workshop. She had brought me along a few times when meeting in the kitchen gardens, where the old woman might be taken for a servant. Hedy often asked me questions about myself, and I eventually realized that Meline was consulting her as an unofficial physician, privately relying on her wisdom more than once when I was ill and the court physician was next to useless.

I returned to my room and washed in the chilly water that Brit had brought at some point before Hedy had sent her away, and hoped that the hedgewitch’s eccentricity had not cost me the loyalty of my maid.

When I opened my wardrobe to change, my breath caught at the bright, metallic glow that greeted me.

Nestled among my own gowns were three new ones: one of a brilliant gold (doubtless the one I’d bitterly disappointed my father by not wearing weeks ago), one of dazzling silver, and one that gleamed with a pale collection of shimmering shades that reminded me of starlight. A note was pinned to the silver, in the seamstress Beryl’s tidy hand:

Wedding gifts from His Majesty.

Silver: Betrothal Feast

Gold: Wedding Ceremony

Star-thread brocade: Wedding Ball

(The gowns are woven of priceless suncast gold, moonsilver, and star-threads. Try not to spill anything on them.)

I stared at them for a long moment without touching them. I did not pull them out to look at them; I pretended they weren’t there and reached past to pull out a clean gown at random.

I had not heard of the betrothal feast; likely it was one of the many matters Lord Gifrey had wished to discuss with me. Nor had I heard if a date had been set for the wedding, but now I realized that it likely had.

Feeling numb inside, I dressed, then went again to Meline’s bedside. She was stirring slightly, and I took her hand. Closing my eyes, I forcefully shoved away thoughts of the gowns and terror of the future. It was easier now to find the place within her where the black weakness spread from. I pushed the energy into it, every bit that I had stored, and swept aside the cobwebby tendrils of pain and fatigue. I breathed deeply and opened my eyes.

She stirred again, and some color returned to her cheeks. Her eyes fluttered open when I leaned over her.

“Seren?” she whispered. “What—what is that smell?” She coughed painfully, squeezing her eyes shut again.

“Hedy was here—Meline . . .” I gently shook her shoulder. “Meline, open your eyes again, I need to see—” I felt cold all over. Something was wrong.

Meline forced her brown eyes open with what appeared to be great difficulty. Only, they weren’t brown. Not anymore.

They were ocean blue. Exactly like mine.

“Meline,” I choked.

She blinked at me in confusion, her lashes fair against her now-blue eyes. And that wasn’t all that was different. A few light freckles dusted her nose. The tips of her hair lying across her shoulders had lightened from her usual brown to the color of a sunset. The color of mine.

I swallowed in panic. “Meline, what’s happening to you?” I gasped, terrified that I had done something irrevocable.

“What do you mean?” she asked, eyes puzzled. Her voice and expression were still the same, but her features were slightly altered: her nose was a bit shorter, her cheekbones set wider.

“You—your appearance is changing,” I stammered. “Has changed. You don’t look quite like yourself.” I felt her forehead, but it was cool. Tears came to my eyes. “Oh, Meline. I’m so sorry! I’ve been using a—a makeshift sort of healing spell quite frequently. It was necessary—but I must have done something.” I looked at her helplessly. “I must have, somehow, transferred something of myself. I don’t understand . . . I’m sorry!”

An odd look came to Meline’s eyes. She felt for her hair, lifted it, and inspected the red-gold of the now-curling ends.

“I suppose it makes sense,” she murmured. “It’s the poison that’s been weakening me?”

I nodded, terrified.

“And you opened my locket.” She stated it as a fact, rather than a question.

I just looked at her, speechless, and nodded again.

She glanced down at herself, tucked into my bed in her shift. She looked at her hands for a long time. Then she laid her head back against the pillow, and to my shock, great tears began to stream down her cheeks. Her chest began to heave, and her body shook with silent sobs.

Horrified, I fell to my knees beside her. “I’m so sorry, Meline, I don’t know what I’ve done, but I will figure out how to undo it. It—it doesn’t seem to be weakening you any further, so it is just a—an odd inconvenience for now.” I was blathering. I had no idea what to say.

“Meline.” She sighed the name through her tears.

She struggled to sit up, and I aided her, desperately wanting to be of some sort of help.

“Meline died of this wretched poison,” she said. “But I know you won’t let me, Seren. You’ve done nothing wrong, and you’ve helped me so much already.” She was half crying, half smiling now. “You’re so, so strong, my girl.”

“Meline—you . . . you haven’t died.” A cold fear encased me. I took her hand and clung to it. “You’re going to be well. Hedy and I will look after you.”

“I know. I know you will. It’s just . . .” Her fingers suddenly fluttered nervously. Then she clasped her hand over mine and looked at me with tear-filled eyes that were her own, but not the same. “Meline was my sister. And she did die. A long time ago.”

I stared at her and slowly pulled my hand away. “What do you mean? You’re Meline.”

“I’m the only Meline you’ve ever known.” Her voice was quiet. “But that’s not who I am.”

“What do you mean?” I stared into her altered face. “What do you mean, ‘your sister?’”

“Come sit beside me, Seren.”

I did so, numbly.

“Meline came with me when I moved into the castle, though no one realized she was my sister. She came to be my lady-in-waiting.” Her hand tightened on mine, and her eyes filled with fresh tears. “Nobody else noticed when she became ill, and it hit her hard. It was the first year of the poison, and many succumbed. Our inherited magic of the stars was always the strongest in her . . . and together, we were stronger still. I thought I would be able to save her . . . but I was weak from childbirth and unprepared. With most of her strength gone, I couldn’t heal her on my own.”

Her voice caught, and she took a moment before continuing. “She had begun the spellwork for our change already; she made the charmed brooch, believing I might need her identity, even briefly, someday. My life here was . . .” She paused. “My life was such that she wanted to provide an escape for me, somehow. She begged me to make the switch with her before the end. It took all of my power, and the last traces of hers. She died the next morning.”

I had no words . . . I could hardly think.

She closed her eyes. “No one had noticed a lady’s maid dying, but they noticed when it was the queen. She was buried with my appearance, and I lived on with hers. So that I would be free of the king, but close to you. I always meant to get you away from here, and away from the harm he could do you—but I’ve never been as strong or as clever as my sister. Much as I tried, I could never be Meline.”

At some point while she was speaking, my eyes closed, just to hear her voice, which was so familiar to me. To hold onto something solid and hear the truth in it. I knew who she was now, but I couldn’t bring myself to say it aloud. I opened my eyes again.

Her hair was fully Danika’s now: red-gold curls, like mine, only slightly darker, with wisps of silver. Her face, gently lined, was somehow part Meline’s and part her own. Not only were her eyes the same bright shade as mine, they were the same shape. Tears still coursed down her cheeks, unchecked, and she gripped my hand tightly. I could tell that she needed me to speak. She needed forgiveness . . . but I could not find the words.

“I was always going to tell you, when I knew that you were safe. I felt that, maybe, wrapped in the identity of my sister, I was a better guardian for you than I could ever have been . . . before. But that was foolish. I’ve never been Meline, and I’ve let you remain in harm’s way for far too long. I should have spirited you away somehow, when you were still a baby. But I feared being caught and losing you for good. I should never have let it come to this—leaving you vulnerable to his evil schemes.” She shuddered as she spoke of him and struggled to compose herself. “And now, you’ve used so much of your own strength on me, and I am useless to you, just when we must find a way to get you away. We must—”

I leaned down and placed my forehead on top of our clasped hands. Meline—Danika—my mother’s words cut off with a sharp cough, and I reached up and steadied her until the cough subsided. Instinctively, I let the healing magic course through me. I found the pain and the exhaustion within her small frame and I cleared it, as I had done over and over again. I found the place where the remnants of her strength wore thinner and thinner, and I held onto it. It was no different than before, when I thought her name was Meline and she had brown hair. She was the same within as she had ever been.

I sat up slowly, letting the power fade. She was breathing easier now and was watching me with large, worried eyes.

“Seren, I’m so afraid that you haven’t enough strength to keep doing that,” she said softly. “You will need every drop that you have when we figure out a way to get you out of here.”

I just looked at her for a moment; the strangeness of seeing a face like mine, but older, with Meline’s voice and mannerisms, made me feel dazed and unmoored.

“My strength is for this,” I insisted. “I am not sure how else to explain it. I can feel it building when I train, or ride, and other ways too. I’ve been sleeping by the window, while you’ve been here, and the stars strengthen me, though I don’t understand how. And I store it away for this. It’s like . . . it’s like that’s all that the power is for. I’ll regain it; I always do, now that I have a purpose for it.”

Not because I was ready, but because the ache in her eyes was too much for me to bear, I leaned over and gently embraced her. She let out a small, hiccupping sob against my shoulder. She smelled like Meline, sounded like Meline . . . and now tears were streaming from my eyes as well. Finally, I stood and mopped my face with a corner of my skirt.

I cleared my throat. “Now that you look like . . . like yourself, we can’t let anybody see you,” I said.

“I never thought—or I desperately hoped—that I would never have this face within these walls again,” she whispered, tentatively touching her cheeks. Her hands trembled, and I could see how much it frightened her.

I turned and retrieved her charmed brooch and held it out to her. She took it from me and regarded it sadly.

“It can only maintain the spell, not initiate it. The spell broke when you opened the locket. It is worthless without Meline here to activate the change with me.”

“We’ll get you out,” I promised, though I could not keep the doubtful tone from my voice. “There must be another spell I could use to disguise your appearance.”

“Your Aunt Meline”—she spoke the name self-consciously—“was studying ways to develop a garment to shield one’s identity, but abandoned the idea because so many different materials were needed. Her research is still somewhere in your workshop. But we may not have time for something like that.” Her words were spoken very slowly, and her eyes drifted closed.

I felt alarmed that she had depleted her boosted energy so quickly. Her chest began to rise and fall in a gentle rhythm.

I sat with her in silence for the next two hours, studying her sleeping face, then pacing, then gazing at her again. I could not doubt her. The woman who I’d believed to be Meline, my impressively intelligent, unobtrusive, caring-yet-firm governess, was my own mother. And the real Meline hadn’t lived in nineteen years. Danika had escaped what was probably a horrifying marriage, and yet could not truly escape, not while she had an imprisoned daughter.

For, I realized, that was how I had always seen myself. As a prisoner. My mother had kept herself from notice as carefully as she had kept me out of my father’s way. She must have been extremely careful not to do anything that would draw attention. We’d lived our lives together as if tiptoeing over a thin, blown-glass bridge. Per my father’s wishes, I had never been outside the courtyard walls. Since my birthday, my newly public existence had been tightly controlled.

The full weight of my captivity sank into me suddenly. The obvious fears I had about being forced into a possible string of marriages had filled me so completely that I hadn’t even considered the day-to-day realities. I would have no access to my mother. I would have no training, no workshop. My entire life would be observed and fully dictated by the king, and the last, frayed threads of my freedom would be snipped.

My own child would one day be snatched from my arms to be raised in cruelty. Could I bear such pain?

As terrified as I already was of my role in my father’s scheme to obtain a male heir—nauseatingly so—the urgency of doing something to escape it had not struck me so fully until, suddenly, it did. No one had rescued my mother. She’d managed to hide, but never escape. And no one was going to rescue me.

Somehow, we had to get out.
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Catskin

SEREN

When Hedy returned, she trudged into the room without knocking, blowing heavily under the weight of many clinking and rustling bundles and baskets. She dropped them to the floor without ceremony, then stared dumbly at my mother for a long moment. She plunked herself down on the floor next to her luggage, muttering unintelligibly to herself as she dug through a bundle. A stain of some sort was spreading on the underside of it; a bottle must have broken. She said nothing of the change in my mother’s appearance.

Once I was satisfied that Hedy was going to be attentive, I left the room.

Closing the door quickly behind me, I said to my guards, “See that no one else enters the room today, not even Brit.” I looked each of them in the eye, and they nodded briskly, betraying no discomfiture at my order.

I hurried into my workshop and locked that door behind me, then lit a lamp. Without Meline—my mother, I kept having to remind myself—I realized that I was next to hopeless among the stacks of books and haphazardly bound writings that she kept in the dusty nook that served as a library. Generally, I would spend my time in the workshop getting my hands dirty, working on experiments at my forge or loom, or attempting to recreate various potions and powders. Meanwhile, my mother was the researcher, and she would hunt for what we needed and pull out various texts for me to study.

If her sister, the real Meline, had compiled any work on disguising spells and it existed in the library, I knew for certain that I would never be able to find it on my own. So, I pulled out a trusted tome that I’d consulted time and again, one that I needed no help locating.

Hidden Uses of Stelauric Vitae and Mineralia was the book I consulted when conducting my own experiments, learning to harness the magic contained within the very wildlife and stones of Stelauris. I’d often found my studies frustrating because I had so few ingredients to work with, and that concern fueled my despair now, adding an edge of panic to my determination to remove my mother from the palace before someone discovered her. Poppydust was insufficient as its effects were too fleeting and my supply was limited.

I flipped through the book feverishly, then flicked back several pages when my brain caught up to the fact that I had passed something possibly relevant. The title of the page read: Stalewort and Catskin for Those Who Wish to be Unobserved.

I skimmed the page, then without wasting a moment, I marked it and stuffed the book under my arm. I did not have all the ingredients, except possibly some dried stalewort, and I could procure tallow easily enough. I wondered nervously if catskin was a plant, or more like what it sounded, but I had only one place to go for answers.

I entered my room quietly, and the hushed murmur of voices met me. My mother was fully sitting up in bed for the first time in weeks, and Hedy was seated nearby.

“Well?” I asked as I approached, wondering why Hedy was not busy administering some cure or another.

The hedgewitch sat back in her seat and began to polish a pipe that she had produced from somewhere within the folds of her robe.

“The poison is still there, but you’ve managed to dull the effect. I’ll not ask how, although I have my theories.” Her eyes darted between my mother and me, but neither of us spoke. “I’ve administered a linenseed draught to further build her strength. Over time, she may become strong enough to fight away the rest of the poison on her own.” She shrugged, as if to add, but maybe not.

“How much of this draught can you make? I can pay you,” I said quickly, although I actually had access to very little gold. I would find a way.

“Oh, I can make it till cats lay eggs. There’s not much else that linenseed is used for. It’s scorned by proper physicians, and it grows like a weed in summer. As for payment—I’m sure we can work something out.” She set her empty, half-polished, half-grimy pipe between her teeth.

“Good. That’s good. How well will it work if I’m not with her to continue doing . . . what I’ve been doing?” I asked, realizing how unlikely it was that she would have an answer. I avoided my mother’s eyes when I said this.

Hedy blinked slowly as she thought. She took one of my hands, examining the fingernails. “Well, as far as I can tell, you’ve dulled the poison, probably during one particularly powerful surge of healing, but the rest of the time you’ve been giving her a strength boost. The linenseed draught will do the same and should build her strength over time if the poison doesn’t take hold again. As the season is waning, she’s unlikely to get infected again. Usually people die within days if it settles in the lungs, so who knows what happens to poison that lingers in her system? Our best hope is for her to strengthen enough to fight it on her own, be it a few weeks, months, or even longer.”

I looked at my mother then. The set of her jaw was resolved, and very Meline-like. She nodded at me.

“All right,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Can she stay with you for a while? I will pay you for her keep and the draught.” I dropped my voice low. “She—she isn’t safe here.”

Hedy’s eyes narrowed, and then she leaned forward, clamping the pipe even more tightly between her teeth. “From what I can tell, neither are you, Girl. But that’s not my business, and I’ll not be harboring a fugitive princess. This young lady, however”—she jerked her chin to my mother, who was watching her intently—“she’ll be no trouble. Especially once we fix her hair.”

“I was reading up on how to get her out unnoticed, and I think I have an—” I cut myself off, staring at Hedy anxiously, too afraid to ask why, exactly, she thought we should change my mother’s hair.

“I’ll do no speculating, but she looks a near sight too much like the princess for me to be caught leaving the palace with her in tow! But get rid of that hair, and she will be no trouble,” she repeated complacently.

“All right.” I set the book I’d brought with me down on the edge of the bed and flipped to the page I had been reading. “How long until she is strong enough to walk? Not too far, just to the kitchen gardens where you used to meet us. I’m sure I could get someone to arrange a cart to meet you at the merchant’s entrance. If we use this spell that I found, I doubt if you’d be questioned at all, as they wouldn’t even notice Mel—wouldn’t even notice that someone was with you.”

Hedy pursed her wrinkled lips as she wordlessly read through the spell. She looked from the page to my face a few times. I spoke into the silence, ignoring the unsettled feeling her lack of response elicited in me.

“I think I could manage to make this if you could help me with the supplies. Catskin—that’s nothing I’ve heard of, so I don’t believe it’s in our stores.” I glanced at my mother, and she shook her head in agreement.

She leaned over to examine the spell as well.

“We have some stalewort,” she said, “but the rest will probably be a bit harder to come by.” She looked questioningly at Hedy, who still had yet to respond.

The hedgewitch stood up and bent over my mother, then without warning, yanked one of her hairs out of her head.

“Watch it!” I exclaimed as my mother flinched and ducked her head away.

Hedy shuffled over to the window and inspected the golden-red strand of hair in the fading daylight. After a long moment, she nodded, then returned and handed the hair back to my mother, who accepted it automatically. I stared at the hedgewitch in bewilderment.

“Easy enough.” Hedy finally plunked back into her chair. “We don’t need this spell, Girl,” she said, and slapped the book shut.

“I’ll ask you to reconsider,” I huffed, my tone growing imperious as my stress mounted. “As I’ve said, I will pay you for your trouble. Do you have any catskin or not?”

“You don’t need the spell, because it’s complicated gibberish that will take days to complete, and these things never work on the first go. The only problem with getting her out is her hair.” She suddenly cackled a short, ringing laugh. “What kind of a hedgewitch would I be if I didn’t know how to concoct a simple, effective, hair-coloring potion?” She snorted. “It’s half of the work I’m called for by the court ladies here. No, it will be no trouble at all to return her hair to brown, it is light enough to absorb the potion easily.”

“Oh,” I said, mildly deflated.

“What about being questioned?” my mother asked. She had been trapped within these walls longer than I had.

Hedy made a vague gesture. “I know those guards of old. They wave me in and out every time I come and have for years now. If I happen to have a nondescript undermaid who’s taken ill with me, they’ll not give it a thought.” She stood quite abruptly and began haphazardly shoving the used potion bottles back into her sacks. “I’ll be back at first light with the potion, and the color will have set by nightfall. I’ll take her then, if she’s up to walking to the gate. If not, we will wait until she is. You can pay me then.” Without so much as a backward wave, she shuffled to my door, bundles swinging, and left.

My mother and I were quiet for a long moment after Hedy left us. I helped her lie back down into her pillows again, and she struggled to measure her breathing.

“Thank you, Seren.”

“For what, Mother?”

Emotion flickered in her eyes. “For finding a way to get me out of here. But you know I can’t leave you behind.” Her heavy-lidded eyes were on my face.

I sat next to her.

“Save your strength. I am breathing easily enough to manage,” she said as I closed my eyes and took her hand.

I opened my eyes, slowly releasing the magic I had already gathered and letting it funnel into her anyway.

“I can’t leave you here,” she said again, her voice now an exhausted whisper.

“And I can’t let you slow me down,” I whispered back, struggling to smile. “Once you’re safely gone, nothing in the world could keep me here.”

She smiled weakly, letting her eyes close then. “That’s my girl.”
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The hair potion was indeed a simple, yet effective solution. The color, a nondescript brown, was a dye of blended downberry juice and various root extracts, and one that Hedy already had on hand because the ladies of the court requested it so often to cover unwelcome strands of silver. We soaked my mother’s bright hair in the pungent paste while she rested, and then wrapped a cloth around her head while it set. She decided that this would be a good time to practice walking, and I led her slowly around the room. All throughout, I pushed as much strength into her as I could muster and cleared the cobwebs of her weakness.

I’d managed to send a message to Brit that a cart needed to be arranged to wait for Hedy outside the merchant gate at twilight, and I prayed that it would be there.

My mother’s steps were slow and a bit unsteady. I could tell by the grim line of her mouth—a very Meline-like expression—that she would not accept failure. But I worried that she could barely make it to the gate, much less further, if the cart was not there.

When we took her hair down and washed out the paste in the late afternoon, I could not help myself. I held her hand and wept silently while Hedy combed through the now-brown hair as if nothing were amiss. My mother’s eyes were still blue, her features still slightly altered, but she looked quite a bit like Meline again. She was Meline. And she was Danika. I didn’t know how I could bear to send her away.

Sensing the direction of my thoughts, my mother said softly, “Getting my full strength back will take time, and I mustn’t slow you down, remember?” She smiled gently. “You have to get away as soon as possible. Far away.” Reading my hopeless expression, she lifted my chin with her hand, her voice growing firm. “You must, Seren. You cannot remain here. You are one of the star-blessed . . . stronger than even my sister was. I know you can’t tell yet, but I can. You’ll need to work quickly, but you will find a way to get away from this place. You’ve already gotten past your guards at least once. You can do it again.”

Although I did not miss the faint edge of panic that crept into her voice, she held it steady and would not break her gaze from my eyes until I nodded.

“I will, Mother.”

There was nothing I could do but agree, even though I fully believed that her confidence in me was misplaced. She did not know what I suspected: that the wedding date had been set. The gown for it was already in my wardrobe. But she was right—she had to go. So, I would let her leave believing that I had at least a little time on my side.

Hedy packed up her supplies as twilight fell. My mother would be leaving with nothing but the clothes on her back and a shawl that Hedy had provided. Quickly, I braided her damp hair as she had so often done for me. Tension thickened between the three of us, and we did not talk as we made ready for their departure. Then, it felt as if the day had passed in the blink of an eye. Hedy was grasping my mother’s forearm and staring beadily at me. I realized that I had forgotten about her payment.

Casting about nervously, I saw the large emerald ring that my father had given me lying where I’d discarded it on my vanity table. I held it out to Hedy.

“I can pay you more later. Will this be enough for her to stay with you, and for the linenseed draught? I expect you to keep her as strong as you are able, and I promise to pay accordingly when I can,” I said, my voice an uneasy blend of anxious and commanding.

My mother shuddered when she looked at the ring, but said nothing. I remembered, suddenly, that my father had first given it to her.

“You’ll want to keep that somewhere out of sight,” I said, as Hedy snatched it out of my hand. She tapped the side of her nose and stowed it away quickly. Suddenly, distaste twisted her lips, and she pulled it out again and thrust it back at me.

“I don’t want that.”

With no time left to haggle, I strode in frustration back to my vanity and tossed the ring back down. It bounced out of sight. I snatched up my golden circlet and offered it to her, holding my tongue with difficulty. She nodded pleasantly and put the circlet down her robes without complaint.

“She’ll be as safe with me as one of my newborn kitties,” she said, with a rather frightening attempt at a warm smile. “If she weakens too much without your healing touch, I can put her in a long sleep. That will keep her for a while.”

I eyed her in concern, uncertain if I liked that solution, but my mother nodded.

“I’ll be fine,” she whispered.

Impulsively, I gave Hedy a quick squeeze, thanking her silently while also willing her to be the right person to entrust with my mother’s life. Then I wrapped my arms gently around my mother. She felt so thin. I pushed down my rising panic, but tears welled.

“Go to the north wall of Scrying Hill and find Estrid,” she said quietly as she embraced me. “She is the most accomplished star-blessed hedgewitch I know. She will be able to help us get word to each other, and may even agree to train you.” She stepped back and looked me in the eyes. “Do not worry, Seren. You will do more than you think you are capable of.”

Hedy pulled open the door. I stepped out first and addressed my guards, who stood a bit straighter when I faced them.

“My companion, as you know, has taken ill. She will not be with us for long, and so this hedgewitch has offered to take her to her nearest relations. I am dismissing her.” I almost elaborated further, warming to my story, but perceived the barest shake of my mother’s head, and realized that the fewer details I embellished, the better. “I would like one of you to escort them both to the merchant gate, where a cart and driver awaits them. She is very weak, so see that they leave the palace without incident.”

Falon bowed and followed my mother and Hedy down the hall. I did not allow myself to watch them retreat, but turned and walked past Corin into my chamber, shutting the door without another word.

I stood in the silence for a long moment, then sank to the floor, desolate. I was so very alone now, with an impossible task before me. I was too frozen in my pain and fear for more tears. I didn’t know how I could ever make my mind or hands work again for any task, let alone to quickly perform magic well beyond my ken in order to escape my fate. I already missed Meline—missed my mother.

Then, as the early evening moon began to stream through my window, I saw it: a small lump on my mantel. Climbing stiffly to my feet, I walked over and saw that it was a leather pouch. I picked it up. It was heavy and mildly greasy, as if it were filled with lard. A tiny scrap of parchment was twisted around the neck of the pouch. In a crabbed hand, it read: Catskin.
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Her Father’s Daughter

CORIN

Corin wasn’t sure if Princess Seren was aware, but tensions within the palace had begun to run alarmingly high. A royal assassination attempt had already been thwarted by the king’s personal guard. This had followed the announcement that the royal family intended to invite the unofficially banished nephews of the king to court to betroth one of them to Princess Seren. Once digested, this news had broken the thin sheen of contentment that lay over the surface of swirling disquiet. While the nobles at court seemed to be willing to put up with a lot to enjoy the comparative luxuries of palace life, this proved, for many, to be a bridge too far.

The sons of the king’s late brother had not been welcomed to Felaurum in well over a decade, when the lords convinced His Majesty that what the alarmingly unhinged siblings called “harmless entertainment,” most people would call attempted mass murder. (Even the nobility, whose view of the peasantry was dismissive at best, couldn’t stomach the brothers’ attempts to hunt them with hounds.) However, King Ormand now continued to insist that the whole pack of brothers be allowed to reside at court for the indefinite future. They would be treated to royal life, remaining on reserve as future marriage prospects in case the king should not get his heir soon enough from Princess Seren’s union with the first husband. He called the idea brilliance; most outside of his hearing called it barbaric. An indecent, undisguised attempt to breed a new male heir from within the royal family, one that should not be tolerated. And as the brothers were likely to drain the court of its last reserves of luxuries, the nobility in particular was seething.

Therefore, what was meant to be a banquet in honor of Princess Seren’s new purpose, became instead an intimate dinner of about twenty guests, including her seven cousins. During the arranging of the banquet, many dissenting courtiers had been quietly expelled from the city, and one, after throwing a stiletto in the general direction of His Majesty, had been efficiently executed.

Corin had requested more security for the princess; two guards during the day and two at night did not seem sufficient, given the political climate. However, his request was denied. The king needed the extra security more, and the rest of the Guard were needed throughout the city, he was told. Sir Kaius didn’t like the situation, either, but Lord Gifrey tightly held the reins of the Golden Guard.

Corin and Falon, on high alert, waited to escort the princess from her chamber to the private dining hall for the so-called betrothal dinner. When she emerged, Corin struggled to not exchange glances with Falon when they saw the gown she had chosen.

It was well-known that, in spite of everything going on in his kingdom, the king’s favorite topic of conversation was the gowns of rare, expensive materials. Seren had barely left her chamber in the week since her companion left, not even to the training grounds, and Corin felt cold with worry that she had no idea, not only of the tensions building within the palace, but of the fact that she would be wildly fanning the flames when she appeared. She had seen no one, would accept no servant other than Brit, and required the bare minimum of her. Brit usually left the room wearing a look of concern. She had brought notes for the princess time and again, but never returned with replies, and her whispered conversations with Falon revealed that most of the notes were from the privy council.

The rumors about Seren that spread through the court ranged from the ridiculous to the malicious. In spite of his worry, Corin couldn’t help but feel some vindication, however, when the most prominent rumor began to circle around again and again: The princess was also going mad.

Lord Roth had even called on Corin for a report of her movements, but there was nothing to report, except that she was going nowhere, and was likely mourning the loss of her former governess, who had succumbed to the poison. The court physician himself verified this, telling Roth that he had personally marked the woman for the pyre.

Princess Seren emerged from her room swathed in a gown of thick, heavy black taffeta, with a collar that crept high up her neck and long sleeves that ended in a flare of black lace that fell over her hands. She had clearly not chosen one of the much-talked-of gowns, nor did she appear to be even pretending a celebratory air. Corin couldn’t blame her for that, but she was walking into a nest of vipers without even a hint of self-preservation. Her hair had been tamed into a tight knot, and the expression on her pale face was solemn.

The gush of conversation in the narrow, candlelit dining chamber dropped away when she entered the room. The princess passed through the silent cluster of courtiers, curtsied deeply to her father, who sat like a thin, vacant scarecrow at the head of the table, then seated herself at the opposite end. She did not acknowledge the brothers that took up nearly a full side of the long banquet table, but they watched her raptly. Falon and Corin took their places, flanking her in the shadows behind her chair.

Corin tried not to appear to be eyeing the cluster of men who stared at Seren with an intensity that would have made him squirm if it had been turned on him. They were an unwashed, slovenly addition to the party of otherwise meticulously groomed dinner guests.

After a moment’s concentrated observation of the princess, most of the brothers set to whispering amongst themselves. One of them was digging deeply into his tunic, and another brazenly tried to catch the eye of a noblewoman across the table. The eldest, however, who appeared to be at least fifteen years Seren’s senior, continued to bore his gaze into her with almost menacing enthrallment.

Due to an abundance of suspicious caution, there were no musicians to alleviate the uncomfortable silence that settled over the room as the remaining courtiers took their seats. The doors were all locked from the inside, and guards lined the dark room. The only light came from thick candles set at wide intervals along the table and lit sconces at the doors.

Food was served, yet most of the gathered courtiers seemed wary of consuming anything. The foreboding hush that had fallen when Seren had arrived remained unbroken by all except the seven brothers, who turned their full attention to the meal and ate with more noise than seemed decent. The princess touched nothing, food nor drink, and stared straight ahead with an unnerving sort of blankness. Whispered conversations finally commenced, but as the meal wore on, Seren’s odd preoccupation drew the attention of the guests, and before long, everyone in the room had turned their attention on her.

With a carefully pleasant expression, Lord Roth rose to his feet and held out his wine glass. A page stepped forward and filled it. The dull hum of muted conversation died.

“On behalf—”

But his words were interrupted by a burst of hoarse giggles issuing from two of the king’s nephews. The source of their mirth was quickly revealed when a large, raw-boned rat burst from the hands of one and set to scurrying madly across the table.

Shrieks erupted from those guests who weren’t stunned into silence, and a moment’s chaos ensued as the rat raced the length of the table and back again, upsetting goblets and forging a trail through platters of delicacies. Corin put a hand on his sword hilt when he saw the king’s nephews drawing blades from their belts, which they brandished at the terrified rat. The hall resounded with the thuds of blades upon the oak table as brother after brother attempted to skewer the rodent. They laughed uproariously, jeering at the scrabbling vermin as it demolished the artfully arranged banquet.

The event was put to a sudden stop, however, when the eldest of the seven brothers drew his own dagger and pounced, pinning the poor, writhing creature to the table with sickening force. Mingled guffaws and groans from the brothers accompanied the rat’s demise, and Corin suspected faintly that this game was not a new one.

Eyes gleaming in triumph, the eldest bowed to the princess before withdrawing his dagger and replacing it in the sheath at his side, still sticky with the rat’s blood. The creature continued to twitch.

Lord Roth, frozen in place, seemed to choke slightly on his words as he attempted to recover his composure. “I—that is, as I was saying . . . on behalf of His Majesty, allow me to thank you all for gathering this evening in celebration of his daughter’s coming nuptials. May I suggest that we toast the future of the royal family and then adjourn for the ev—”

King Ormand, who had applied himself to his meal and showed no reaction to the incident with the rat, now suddenly pushed back his chair with a heavy scrape. Leaning on the table, he pulled himself to his feet as Lord Roth’s attempt to close the evening without further mishap died on his lips.

“What is it, exactly, that you do want, ungrateful daughter?” He leaned in, nearly spitting his words. “Gold has never been enough for you, has it? The kingdom dies at your feet, and yet I lavish you with riches, gowns of precious gold and silver. And yet”—his voice rose sharply—“it is never enough. What, my lady, would please you?”

Corin could see Seren’s fingers twitching in her lap, although she was otherwise still. Her father straightened, as if preparing to approach her.

“I do have a request,” Seren said suddenly, her voice higher than usual, ringing through the hall. She also stood.

Lord Roth cleared his throat bravely, seeming to recover from his interruption. “I—of course, you must be celebrated with gifts, my dear,” Lord Roth said. His voice was smooth, but an undercurrent of iron threaded through it. “Had you responded to our messages, all of your requests would have been heard long ago. The gowns you were sent were only the beginning of such—”

“Yes, quite.” Seren waved a hand. “I’m sure you old men won’t understand, but I require gifts of symbolism, you know, to commemorate the end of my girlhood and all that. I should like hides.”

Lord Roth did not recover quickly this time. He stared at her, along with everyone else at the table. Her betrothed reached for a cake that had only been partially squished by the rat and nodded his approval. King Ormand drained his golden goblet, never taking his eyes off his daughter. Corin caught himself holding his breath and glanced at Falon, whose brow was furrowed.

“What is she talking about?” the king bellowed. He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth and threw his empty goblet, sending it crashing and skittering across the table. The dented silver chalice rolled to a stop in front of Seren.

The room was silent for a long moment.

“Hides,” Roth managed to repeat, smiling at Seren. “Of what sort?”

“Well, a very soft rabbit hide, obviously,” Seren answered immediately, pitching her voice to carry. Corin grit his teeth. The fool woman had no concern for her own safety.

“Obviously,” Roth encouraged.

“All well tanned, of course. I don’t want animal bits getting on my bed.” Her countenance was an impenetrable mask. “The rabbit will do nicely to memorialize my childhood. Then a doe hide, to represent my, er, womanhood. A badger hide, that’s for serenity, and a carefully tanned skunk, for other reasons, of course.”

“I’ve got one of those,” the youngest of the seven brothers put in eagerly. “Well, not the carefully tanned part, but—” The brother closest to him smacked the back of his head.

Seren continued as if she hadn’t heard, “I will need a fox hide with a very bushy tail, and the squirrel will represent me, so it ought to be a red. And, um . . . a weasel.”

An awkward silence followed Seren’s abruptly ended ramble. She sat and unthinkingly picked up her glass, though she did not drink.

Eventually, Lord Roth cleared his throat. “I’m sure His Majesty will . . . if that is what you—”

“Oh, thank you,” Seren said. “That will do splendidly.”

Lord Roth raised his wine glass. “To the Princess Seren.”

The crowd mumbled, “Princess Seren,” and all drank. The cautious sips of the courtiers and eager slurps of the king’s nephews added to the itching awkwardness of the room.

“Leave.” King Ormand’s finger tapped repeatedly on the rim of his fresh crystal goblet. “Leave, leave, leave.” His voice increased in volume. His guests began to stir uncertainly. The king threw his second cup onto the floor, where it shattered loudly against the flagstones. “Leave now, you mad harlot,” he screamed.

“Her Highness is tired, she must retire.” Lord Gifrey swiftly rose and nodded to Corin and Falon. But the expression in his eyes was one of barely repressed delight.

Corin was sickened. The public display of the mad royals clearly made Gifrey greedy with possibilities. The rest of the guests rose as well and offered quick bows and curtsies as Corin and Falon followed Seren’s slow, deliberate walk to the door. Corin wished he could urge her forward faster. At Gifrey’s nod, two other guards fell in as well, so that Seren had two guards in front of her and two behind.

They exited the chamber, and as the doors closed behind the small group, Seren drew in a sudden breath, almost a gasp, and clenched her fists at her side. She stilled for a moment, then took another deep breath and continued. By the time they arrived at her tower, her entire body was trembling.

Her face was very white as she opened her door. Within seconds she was inside, and Corin heard nothing but the sound of the key scraping in the lock.
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The extra guards left after the first watch of the evening. Well after midnight, Arc and Borys arrived and took up their posts. Once Corin and Falon had been relieved, Falon left by way of the kitchens—Corin suspected he was off to find Brit, whom he had been secretly courting—and Corin made his way toward the barracks. Just as he passed the stables, a voice out of the darkness made him nearly jump out of his skin.

“Sir Corin, how opportune.” Lord Roth materialized out of the shadows and fell into step next to Corin.

“My lord.” He bowed shortly, then continued walking.

“Have you anything to report since the princess left the dinner?” Lord Roth asked, falling into step beside Corin.

“Nothing.”

“Very well. Your post as the princess’ personal guard will no longer be necessary after this week. We will consider your service to the king fulfilled, and you will be elevated to a role at court.”

“Why after this week, my lord?” Corin asked, an uncomfortable wariness stealing over him.

“The council intends for a . . . ceremony to take place in three days’ time. After that, her movements, such as they will be thenceforth, will be guarded by a council-chosen retinue. Besides, it is high time you moved past this phase of your knighthood and moved in circles of nobility. You won’t be accepted as a suitable replacement for the royal family if you do not make a few more friends at court.”

“What do you mean, you intend for a ceremony to take place in three days? Does this come from the king?” Corin stopped walking, hoping to draw out more of Roth’s reasons for now accepting this plan.

“Of course. Such as it can; he tends to be capricious. There are days he insists with all of his might that no other course shall do, and others when he hardly remembers his ultimate plans for the princess.” Lord Roth had stopped walking as well, and now faced Corin. “Princess Seren demonstrated further proof of her own oncoming madness tonight. I may have been reluctant to use this particularly evil notion of the king’s to our advantage before, but now I see no better choice before us. You’ve seen how favor has turned against him since the announcement. Many who were willing to turn a blind eye to all manner of madness and sin in order to enjoy the luxuries of court could not ignore this.” His voice was quiet but sharp with conviction. Lord Roth pulled his robes tighter around his thin frame, then continued after a pause.

“Earnest, public conversations concerning the future of our monarchy will take place just as you become an eligible contender. I can guarantee nothing, but I have strong faith that your bloodline, combined with the positive exposure you received in the tourney, will serve you in very good stead.”

Corin couldn’t help but be impressed with Lord Roth’s resourcefulness as he took the unexpected and shaped it in his favor. The bare bones of the matter still ate at him, though. If Princess Seren’s mind really was slipping as much as it seemed, it could be with very good reason—a cruel, mad father’s insistence on a nightmare marriage and future for her, combined with the recent loss of her only close companion could easily have been enough to tip her over the edge. Of course, she shouldn’t inherit the throne in such a state—and neither should Ormand keep it—but should she be forced into this humiliation purely for the purpose of her own downfall? Did the council have little sway over the king’s decisions, or did they lead him by the nose? The thought of Seren being taken advantage of in this way turned Corin’s stomach.

But without Roth’s influence, Corin’s own bid for the throne was unlikely to succeed, and that claim felt more important than ever right now. The kingdom had staggered under selfish leadership for far too long.

“If that is all, I have another shift in the early morning,” Corin said, inclining his head slightly.

“Of course, of course. I shall not keep you. I have business in the guards’ barracks myself. After you, Sir Corin.” Lord Roth gestured for Corin to precede him into the barracks.
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Corin barely slept during the precious hours that he was allotted. When he closed his eyes, all he could see were Princess Seren’s trembling hands and the stony set of her white face. He heard the unnatural pitch to her voice when she’d made her bizarre request of animal hides before the court.

Stelauris deserved a sane ruler, and Corin was the last of the rightful line of Queen Sidra, and the last of the Teravere.

His father’s voice, fading ever too swiftly from a prominent place in his memory, spoke the words that he couldn’t forget.

“You may think nothing of the Teravere, and perhaps their legacy is best forgotten. But Stelauris is dying, and you have the blood of its protectors running strong through your veins. Will you really do nothing?”

He wouldn’t listen at the time, blindsided as he’d been with the shock of sudden, oncoming loss, and preferring to believe he was powerless to be what his father asked. And that, perhaps, would always be his greatest regret. His way now was clear. And Seren’s . . . it was deeply unfortunate, yes, but her path was one of darkness and ruin. It did not lead to the throne of Stelauris. Corin’s commitment to this belief may have been unyielding, but it did not help him sleep any better.

Falon and Corin returned to the palace in the damp chill of dawn and relieved Arc and Borys. The night watch reported that the princess had entered her workshop for an hour or so in the middle of the night, but was now back in her chamber. As usual, none of the guards commented on the strange behavior.

They had barely taken their posts when an unusual amount of activity sounded at the end of the corridor. What appeared to be a small army of the Guard, led by Lord Vasili in his sweeping scarlet robe and slouching manner, was marching down the dim passage toward the princess’s chamber.

“Dull on this wing, is it not? A reflection of its royal inhabitant, no doubt.” Lord Vasili glanced up at Corin as he approached, his countenance sharply satisfied. In the way of most men about to do something they shouldn’t, Vasili was clearly stuffed with righteous justification. Corin did not like it at all.

“Have you been summoned by the princess, my lord?” Falon asked bluntly.

“In a manner of speaking. Stand aside.” He flashed his ring—one that bore a royal signet.

“What’s that they’ve all got?” Falon shifted slightly to allow Vasili access to the door, but narrowed his eyes at the guards. There were eight of them, and each carried heavily wrapped bundles.

“Wedding gifts, for the princess,” Vasili responded. He rapped smartly on the princess’ door. “She is, after all, newly betrothed. She must have all she desires.”

Corin caught Falon’s eye, and they waited tensely in the long moment that followed.

The lord tapped again.

Finally, the door creaked open in response. Corin managed a quick glance inside, but almost wished he hadn’t. The princess looked as if she had not slept at all; her eyes were hollow and her bright hair tangled around her pale face.

Lord Vasili bowed. “A gift to suit your superior taste, my lady,” he said, stepping aside and indicating for the guards to precede him into the room.

The guards did so, and Seren stepped back quickly. Argan, finally healed from his flogging, was among the small troop, and he gave Corin an aggressive grin as he passed by. Most of the Golden Guard had been endeared to Seren by now; her stout determination and polite camaraderie on the training field had won the loyalty of many. This collection, however, comprised the handful of holdouts who still occasionally dared to grumble about her. Corin looked more closely at the bundles that they carried. Just before the door shut in his face, he saw what appeared to be blood soaking through the wrappings of the last guard’s load. Some dark drops fell and splashed onto Corin’s boots.
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Blood and Fur

SEREN

Dead animals. Not the seven tanned hides that I had requested, but animal carcasses. Dozens of them, dumped in a grisly, bloody heap on top of the precious ball gowns that were now spread across my bed. I had been examining the materials all night, and now they were buried under a pile of dead forest animals.

I said nothing as I stared, stunned. I wanted to shriek at the guards, to kick them as they unburdened themselves with obvious enjoyment, as if this were some great joke. They filed out of the room when they’d finished. Finally, I looked at Lord Vasili.

“Your father, bless him,” he began, in a voice of great indulgence, as if he were discussing a precocious toddler, “wanted you to have these. After your speech, he could talk of nothing else.”

“My father wanted me to have a pile of animal corpses?” I asked in a flat voice. It wasn’t actually that unbelievable, but I was shocked nevertheless.

“You made a convincing case for such a gift. I suggested a court hunt in your honor, but no delay would suit him. Immediately after you retired last night, he ordered the guard to bring in one of each forest animal in the kingdom and deliver them to you. It was a long, cold night for the poor fellows, but they are loyal. Your intended . . . that is to say, all of His Majesty’s nephews joined the hunt and proved very effective predators. His Majesty wanted you to have everything that was harvested at that hunt, to do with as you will.” As he spoke, he approached my bed and picked up the body of a small, red fox. It twitched.

“And you see to it that my father has everything that he wishes, don’t you?” I answered coldly. I found, to my horror, that my eyes were filling with tears.

“But of course,” he responded in mild surprise. “He is the king, after all.” He turned as if to leave, and my stomach clenched when he paused, then turned back around slowly.

“That reminds me. Your father has another wish that is our command to obey.” His over-large eyes were bloodshot and bright, the rest of his face a frozen mask of courtesy. “Your wedding will take place in three days.” He gave a brisk twist to the fox’s neck, and I recoiled. He dropped it onto my floor, where it lay in a limp heap, then approached me slowly. Heedless of the blood on his fingers, he lifted them to my chin and held it gently.

“Don’t be afraid, Seren. As you rejected the counsel of the council so decidedly this past fortnight, you won’t have to worry about any interference from our end. Your message has been received, my lady.” He smiled, a fatherly expression that turned my stomach even more, then released my face and raised his stained hands in front of him, rejecting responsibility. He then turned and swept from the room as if our interaction had been the most commonplace of meetings.

When I was finally alone, I knelt next to the fox and placed my hand on its still warm side. I stayed there, frozen in silence for a long time, lost in a moment that seemed to expand endlessly. I felt nothing. But when I finally shook myself from it, an icy fear set in. I had less than half a week to save myself, and I had only the barest shadow of a plan.

I stood and turned slowly to the graveyard on my bed, where my silver, gold, and star-thread gowns were buried under stacks of bloody animal corpses. I ran forward and began scooping and pushing the animals to the floor. Though I didn’t yet know how, I might need those mysterious materials; my week of frantic study and attempted planning after my mother left had at least yielded the information that a gift of suncast gold, moonsilver, and star-threads could prove very valuable.

I cleared the bed and stood, feeling queasy, over the pile of fur on my floor. Then I scooped up the dresses and carried them to my window. I laid them out gently, with the moonsilver shimmering on top in the cold, early morning light. While I’d spent the night trying to get a feel for the properties of the materials, all I had managed to glean so far was that they were brimming with power, untapped and untappable by someone who knew as little as I did. No doubt the king had chosen the rare and expensive fabrics for their exotic reputation, but if I was right, he had handed me powerful substances I just didn’t know how to use yet.

I walked back over to the dead fox on my floor. Kneeling, I gently picked up its small body. Tears that had been waiting for something to draw them out at last began to drip onto the little fox. Soon I was fully sobbing, muffling the wretched sound with my sleeve so my guards wouldn’t hear. I crawled across the floor, still clutching the fox, and wept silently over the whole mess of animals strewn all over my floor. I was crying for them, not just for myself. I was crying for the ugly, needless sacrifice. These animals were precious, their very life a magic of its own. Somehow that thought calmed me a little.

The animals had died for me, because of me, and I would not let it be for nothing. They would serve me, as I had intended when I made my wild attempt to acquire the missing spell ingredients. Proving myself to be as unhinged as they all suspected had been the only way to ask for the hides without arousing suspicion. Perhaps this wasn’t what I’d had in mind. It had been an incredible long shot to begin with. But they had given me the ingredients. I was just too stupid with grief and fear to realize it at first. It was my fault that the creatures had died, but still, they would save me.

I sat back on my heels and raked my hair back away from my face, twisting it into a knot. I stood on wobbly legs and tied my work-stained apron around my waist. Then, crossing to my little table, I flipped swiftly through the book I’d brought from my workroom, landing on the page I’d read over and over again in the past few days.

Stalewort and Catskin for Those Who Wish to Be Unobserved:

A double measure of stalewort to a single measure of scraped catskin, mixed with tallow and rubbed into a hide fragment of a cloven-hooved beast. Alternatively, use mixed forest hides of no fewer than seven varieties for greater effect. Thoroughly coat the hide and set in full sunshine and moonlight. Setting time will vary. The garment will impart the unobservable blessing of obscurity.

The Touch of the Blessed yields indissoluble results.

Nodding to myself, I went to the door. There were ever so many more than seven creatures, but I would use each one of them and create meaning out of their deaths.

I feared for a moment that it would be locked, and exhaled when the latch turned. I yanked the door open and almost ran straight into the armored chest of one of my guards.

It was Sir Corin, who blocked me as soon as the door opened. I looked up at him in fury, feeling like a fire had been lit beneath my skin.

“Let me pass,” I said with authority.

“I’m afraid we can’t do that, Princess,” said Falon, his boyish expression pained. “Lord Vasili gave the order that you’re to stay here. He had your father’s ring.”

“Where is it you need to go, Your Highness?” Corin inquired.

“To my workrooms,” I answered evenly. “I have work I wish to resume.”

“Work?” He raised his brows.

“That’s right.” I took a deep breath. My blood was beginning to stir with magic that sensed an outlet. I didn’t want to hurt my guards, but I had nearly reached a place where I was willing to try anything.

“We have orders, Your Highness,” Falon said reluctantly. “But could we fetch something for you?”

“No,” I said with gossamer-thin patience. “You wouldn’t know the first thing about what I need.”

Unexpectedly, Corin stepped aside. “I’m going to escort her to her workroom and help her collect what she needs,” he said to Falon.

To my surprise, Falon did not press the point, although the furrow in his brow deepened. I did not wait for Corin to change his mind, but strode quickly past him and down the passage to the workroom.

“You will wait outside the door.” I pulled out the ornate brass key and jammed it into the lock.

“Yes, Your Highness,” he answered readily, to my surprise.

Shoving the door shut behind me, I began to move at top speed. I grabbed a leather satchel that held a jumble of smithing tools and dumped it out across one of the messy worktables. Then, from around the chambers, I began to gather anything I might need that would fit in the satchel. Knives, scissors, heavy needles, spools of sturdy wool thread and strong leather cord.

I wasted no time. I needed to get back to my room and start working, as time was very much of the essence. I turned to my herb cupboard and rifled through the various bottles and pouches until I found a dried bunch of stalewort and my half-used jar of poppydust, then snatched a small pot of tallow from my smithy. As an afterthought, I hastily pawed through a pile of scrolls until I found two maps, one of the whole of Stelauris and one of the eastern coastline. They were very old, and might not contain the information I needed, but were certainly better than nothing.

Finally, I surveyed the room, then closed my eyes and imagined a very different scene, sending a sparing mist of magic into the space. It might work, it might not; but I couldn’t waste another speck.

I tucked the full satchel under my arm and stepped out into the corridor. Sir Corin silently escorted me back to my chamber, his expression bland.

“I would like fresh water brought up as soon as possible,” I commanded quietly, before we reached Falon’s earshot. “Just knock when it is here, and I will come out and fetch it.”

“Of course,” Corin answered.

Once I was back in my room, I locked the door and ran over to the heap of dead animals. My room stank of their blood and musky, dirty fur, but thankfully, not of decay yet. It wouldn’t be long, I was sure, before they reeked of death. My growing satisfaction that I’d been given everything I needed was tempered by disgust for the job that lay before me.

I rolled up my sleeves and began sorting the broken bodies. There were so many. Beautiful tawny and grey rabbits with soft, sleek fur, ruddy foxes and black squirrels, water shrews, and, to my disgust, a very fat rat. My heart broke a little over the tiny, silky, spotted faun, the wolf cub, and a long-haired ginger cat. A deep, dark anger began to take root inside me as I plunged elbows deep into my ghastly gift.

Three large squirrels held walnuts in their fat cheeks, and I set these aside. When I was finished, I had sorted the corpses into three piles. These represented the three components that would serve my purpose, if I could combine them correctly. I didn’t feel ready for the next part, but it had to be done, and very quickly.

I ran to my door and cracked it open.

“Is my water here?” I asked, peering out.

“Yes, Highness. We knocked a half hour ago, didn’t you hear us?”

I hadn’t. I had been fully absorbed.

“I was asleep,” I said briskly, eyeing the bucket on the ground. I reached down and dragged it inside, shutting the door quickly once it was in.

There was no use trying to protect my room. It wouldn’t be mine much longer anyway. I set to work on the floor, using both my knives and flicks of magic to separate the animals’ skins from their bodies. The stench of blood made my stomach heave, but I kept going, sliding under the skin with my mind to loosen it and separate it from the flesh, before going in with my knife. It was horrid work, but as it went on, satisfying in a way. I began to learn from the animals and, eventually, used the act of skinning them to know exactly what purpose they could serve and how. I thanked each creature, feeling silly, but somehow worse if I didn’t.

The foxes were the most useful, and I had three of those. They provided a very strong quality of furtive deception. The wolf and the faun combined well also, blending savage survival with elusion, and the cat added enigma. As intended, the court must have thought me mad at the feast when I’d rattled off various meanings the animal hides would represent to me, but I had almost spoken too close to the truth.

I took a bit from all of the creatures, and the longer I worked with them, the more connections I made between their properties. With the slick coating of ground stalewort leaves, tallow, and the disgustingly stringy, claylike catskin, the hides would work together even better than I had hoped. I worked throughout the entire day and half of the night, barely pausing, moving in automatic continuation as if my life depended on it.

When the moon was shining through my window, illuminating the chamber with a brighter light than my candles could cast, I looked around me in exhaustion, my head pounding. I had a bucket full of bloody water, a scene like a massacre, with skinless animals strewn over my floor and bed, and a cloak, its slimy catskin coating still drying, made from dozens of animal furs.

I took the cloak, which would fall to the top of my toes and wrap generously around the front, and held it gently on my lap. I laid my stained fingers over the top of it and closed my eyes, summoning the last of my strength. I pushed the magic over it and into it, filling it with purpose. My star-blessed origins would give the spell vessel longevity. I could feel it, flowing freely out of me and into the furs. With the gifts endowed by the beasts’ skins that I wove together, my obscurity spell would hold. I poured it over the cloak wordlessly and worked it into the skins. I found that I had more power left than I needed.

Finally, I was satisfied. I opened my eyes; the scene in my room was harrowing, to say the least, but the moonlight sent sparkling reflections of the moonsilver gown about the room. I laid the cloak on the table and shook out my numb hands, trying to work some vitality back into them. I still had the gowns to deal with, and not much time. I couldn’t have the state of my room discovered before I was ready.

I felt nearly empty of ideas, but one had entered my mind during my feverish work. I didn’t know yet how I would put the gowns to use, but I wasn’t leaving them here. I picked up the three dirty walnuts that I’d salvaged from the animals’ cheeks and laid them across my table in the moonlight.

I took a deep breath and cracked each one open without touching it. I glanced down, pleased with the result. Each walnut lay open as if it were a box with a hinge. The insides were covered in soft, green moss, rather than pith and nuts. Calling on the remnants of my star-blessed strength, I pushed it into each of the walnuts. I imagined widening spaces; a vast sky, empty of cloud, a deep pool, a silent great hall. I stretched and spread the spaces wider and wider, and my head began to ache powerfully. I took a step back, but kept pushing, as a searing pain sliced through my temples.

I opened my eyes, panting. I almost thought I sensed a vibration, a sort of shiver in the air around me. I was so tired. My hands fell limply to my sides. I looked at the walnuts through blurry eyes, and they appeared to be unchanged. I took a moment to catch my breath.

There was only one way to know if I was successful. I turned one of the walnuts around in my hand. Its weight was unchanged. Biting my lip, I lifted the hem of the gold dress that lay nearby. Too desperate to feel foolish, I shoved the hem into the walnut.

I nearly expected it to just mash into the moss, but it didn’t. It sank into it. I pushed more of the hem in, and it also disappeared inside.

It had worked.

Quickly, but carefully, I fed the entire gown into the walnut, leaving a small corner sticking out of the moss, so that I could grasp it later to pull the gown out again. I stared at the nut in amazement. When I’d first read about such a spell, one for “packing light,” the only example given had been an apron stuffed into a thimble.

As quickly as my waning strength would allow, I packed the other gowns into the other two walnut shells, then closed and sealed the shells. I had about three hours left until dawn. I had no idea if that would be long enough for my furs to set, but if I didn’t use the time to replenish some strength, I wouldn’t get far.

I checked again that my door was securely locked, then pushed my table away from the window, spread the cloak out on the floor, and curled up next to it in the small patch of moonlight. I was afraid to fall asleep, but I was half unconscious already. The stench of the room was growing worse. I clenched my eyes shut and fell into dreams.
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The Touch of the Blessed

CORIN

Cold stone pressed into Corin’s temple, and he awoke in sudden confusion to the sounds of someone shouting and then running, and the flapping of skirts and slapping of slippers down the corridor. He sat up gingerly and coughed. A foul smell nearly overpowered him, making his head spin. He squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them again.

Falon was lying in a crumpled heap on the floor, his body completely limp. Corin’s heart lurched into his throat, and he bent quickly to assess his friend’s breathing and pulse. Both were steady and strong. Jerking his head up quickly, Corin saw that the princess’s door was closed, but the powerful, sweetly sick odor of decay was clearly emanating from her chamber. He carefully rearranged Falon’s limbs to a less gruesome angle, so that he would not awake in pain, then tapped on the princess’ door.

He found himself hoping, as he waited for a reply that did not come, that she was not inside. He knocked only once more before trying the handle. It was not locked, so he opened it quickly, holding his breath instinctively.

The scene before him was one of nightmares. Or, at best, a very messy butcher’s shop.

Skinless animal carcasses littered the floor and the bed. Most of the blood seemed to be confined to a bucket, but still there were smears of it on the floor and dripping down the tousled covers on the bed. Corin clasped his hand tightly over his nose and mouth. He knew that the animals had been brought in dead, but what had possessed the woman to skin them?

And more to the point, where was she?

Corin knew that he would not be left alone for long. He scanned the room quickly, committing the scene to memory. Whatever story circulated, he wanted to know the truth of it.

There really was nothing else of note that he could see, beyond the disgusting array of animal corpses. He stepped out quickly into the corridor and hurried down to the door that led to the princess’ workroom. He knocked, but only waited a split second before trying the handle. This one was locked, but it turned out to be an easy mechanism to manipulate.

He was about to go through, when a groan came down the stone passage.

Corin ran back to Falon just as he was waking.

“What happened?” Falon croaked. He held his head in both hands, wincing.

“I don’t know, mate. We were both knocked out, and the princess isn’t in her chamber. I was about to check her workroom.”

“You don’t think she’s been taken against her will, do you?” Concern laced Falon’s voice as he accepted Corin’s arm up, shaking his head to clear it.

“I don’t want to jump to any conclusions. She may be in her workroom. Maybe she’s asleep in there.”

“What’s that foul stench?” Falon asked as he followed Corin down the passage, walking carefully.

“Dead animals in her room.”

Falon swore in disgust. Corin had no idea how to describe what he’d seen. With a grim glance at his comrade, he pushed open the door to Seren’s workroom.

It was clearly unoccupied.

There was a loom draped in odd textiles, shelves crammed with bottles, books, and dusty scrolls, a few tables cluttered with quills, ink, and more scrolls, and what looked, absurdly, to be a cold, dark forge in an alcove.

“Somehow, a sewing room wasn’t what I’d expected. She always seems so . . . urgent and preoccupied when she comes and goes out of here.” Falon turned away and stepped back out of the room.

Corin stared at him. “Sewing room?” He stepped out as well and shut the door. “How do you gather that?”

Falon looked at him askance. “Quite the explosion of feminine frills and . . . buttons . . . pincushions and such. The sewing contraption in the alcove was the giveaway, though.” He peered at Corin in concern. “That’s quite the goose egg, mate, are you feeling all right?”

Corin nodded in some embarrassment and led the way to the princess’ filthy chamber. They had clearly seen very different things in the room, and the shock of this surpassed Corin’s alarm at the grisly mess Seren had left behind in her chamber. But there was no time to question Falon any further. Footsteps in the corridor shook him out of his dumbfounded state. Lord Vasili, Lord Roth, and a whole retinue of servants and guards were heading up the corridor toward the princess’ chamber. Corin felt Falon stiffen beside him as their situation finally sank in.

The crown princess was well and truly gone.
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Lord Vasili was outraged to find Lord Roth swift to vouch for Corin, but thankfully, Roth’s word was good. As the lords could not be seen letting Corin off easily and still order a flogging for Falon, both were released without punishment. The bruises they sported, and the word of the maid who’d found them unconscious on the floor and had shouted and run for help, was enough to convince the lords that they’d been the casualties of Seren’s violent escape.

Once this had been established, Lord Vasili sent Falon to instruct the Golden Guard to thoroughly search the palace and grounds, and sent word to the street patrol to search the city and outlying regions. While the bloody scene in the princess’ chamber was being exclaimed over and examined, Corin slipped out before he, too, could be sent to join the search.

He found that he couldn’t summon much indignation that Seren had disappeared. If she’d left under her own power, then it truly seemed just as well. He made his way out through the kitchens, a shortcut to the barracks, shedding his Guard livery as he went.

He fully intended to avoid the entire princess hunt, when he saw something that stopped him in his tracks.

The princess, bold as brass, was passing through the gates, wearing some sort of bizarre cloak. Animal skins. The guards manning the gates did not give her a second look.

Corin sucked in a breath to shout an alarm, then paused. He let the breath out slowly as he watched the princess slip into the crowded market street beyond the gate.

Tossing his livery aside, he followed.
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SEREN

Bizarrely, as I’d discovered immediately upon leaving my chamber with poppydusted guards in my wake, my cloak actually worked. Eyes slid past me as if I were no one of note, or not there at all.

The city was a shocking, confusing crush of poverty, death, and the activated presence of the Guard, but I made it through its streets and out of the city gates unhindered. Multiple patrols had ridden ahead of me and spread out along the countryside, and I followed one dispatch along the eastward road.

But now, someone was following me.

I couldn’t tell who it was, or if it was an intentional pursuit, but there was definitely someone on the road behind me: A figure too far off to see well, or at all, as the road frequently curved. I’d intended to stop and look over my map once the city was out of sight, but did not wish to be overtaken, unobservable or not.

The road in question had become rocky and steep, little more than a goat-cart path. On my left was thick forest, and on my right, a moor that howled with salty winds off the sea that bit into my cheeks and tossed my hair into a knotty rope behind me. A circle of tall, jagged stone columns stood at the bottom of a small valley on the moor. Glancing behind me, I could see that the figure was still a good way off. I could slip down among the stones and consult my map while the person passed me by.

As I scrambled down the scrubby dip in the moor and neared the strangely sharp, spiky stones, a stench assailed me. It reminded me of the one that I’d left behind in my room, only sharper and heavier. It made my eyes water. Apprehensive now, I approached the circle of stones and sidled around one, letting it shield me from anyone on the road, which I could no longer see.

Then I saw the pit.

I gasped as my bile rose, which made me choke and cough. I squeezed my eyes shut, but I knew that the sight of human corpses in various stages of decay, piled with profane carelessness, would never leave me. A foul whiff of smoke stung my nostrils, and I opened my eyes and glanced skyward. A sluggish trickle of black smoke was rising from within the stone circle. The poison pyre.

No longer caring if I would be alone on the road or not, I pivoted and lurched away from the pyre. My foot caught against the edge of one of the stone sentries, and I fell, deeply scraping the side of my calf against its edge. With difficulty, I crawled away until I could no longer see the pit through the stones and sat in the tall grass for a moment, fighting to breathe. I lifted my skirt gingerly to check the wound. A long scrape was oozing blood that seeped through my stocking. I sat for a few moments, putting pressure on the wound until the bleeding slowed. Then I continued on, limping to the road as blood dripped a ticklish trail down my calf.

I pressed onward, seeing no one, grinding my teeth as pain rippled up from my leg. I must have hurt myself worse than I’d thought. Blood was flowing quite freely down my leg now. My head spun, and the road tilted toward me. I stumbled, barely catching myself.

I had to get off the road, and quickly. Any moment I would become a senseless heap of furs in the road for the returning soldiers to trample.

I turned sharply to the left and forced my way through the knotted bracken that bordered the woods. A fuzzy darkness narrowed my vision, and I forged into the woods in a blind panic. I pushed on as far as I could go, but whether that was five steps or fifty, I could not be sure. Bile rising again, I leaned heavily against a wide tree and slid to the ground, pain radiating from my leg and raging through my skull. The spinning darkness, borne of exhaustion or something sinister from the stone I’d scraped myself on, was going to claim me.

The tree had a large hollow; I could feel the emptiness at my back. Dead, grey faces swam before my dimming eyes. Between the choice of sharing a filthy hole with forest vermin and being found unconscious in the woods and dragged back to the palace, I chose the hole.
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CORIN

Corin lost sight of the princess just before the seaside port village of Harrowdam came into view. Had he finally succumbed to whatever spell had prevented every other person she passed from seeing her? She was quite noticeable, plain and simple, even without the odd collection of furs that she wore draped over herself, which still did not manage to cover the flames of her hair. Yet somehow, not even the guards at both gates nor the search party of soldiers, on whose heels she had exited the city, gave her a single glance.

He was intensely curious, but he did not feel a strong desire to capture her and bring her back. What did her future hold in Felaurum? The disgusting scheme of her father’s or being publicly declared mad and shuffled away to lifelong confinement?

No. No matter how Corin turned it over in his mind, the thought of dragging her back to the palace didn’t sit well. But he did want to know where she was going and what her plan was. And he certainly wanted to know how she was making herself all but invisible to her pursuers. And, blast it all, he wanted to make sure she was going to be all right. Perhaps it was guilt that he was glad to be rid of her, or some ingrained sense of duty that led him to follow and make sure no harm befell her.

Not that his reasons mattered a whit if he couldn’t even keep her in his sights. She had stumbled down the moor toward the poison pits and pyre before he lost sight of her. Corin hoped she’d stayed well away from the scything stones. The stones that lined the pits, so named for their duty to the dead, were dangerous. No good would come to her if she’d touched one. Anyone who had spent any time on the east coast of the kingdom knew well enough to avoid them.

He was scanning the moor and was about to resign himself to the fact that she had eluded him as surely as she had everyone else, when he saw the blood in the road. His heart sank into his stomach, and he kicked dust over the trail of dark red droplets, which led off the path and into the dense forest.

As soon as he’d cleared the wall of brambles and bracken that bordered the wood, he knew that he had not succumbed to whatever spell she’d used to deceive everyone else. With a sense so strong that he might as well have been staring into her eyes, he knew that Seren was nearby.

He found her quickly; not by sight, for the forest was dim and she was well concealed, but some other sense drew him to her. The tree was large, with a low hollow half concealed by shaggy verrinberry bushes. Without considering how she might react, he knelt next to the hollow, shoving the bush’s branches out of his way, and peered inside. A ray of sun shafted from somewhere above, lighting the motes of dust and dried bark that drifted lazily down.

In the dimming light he saw bright, gold-red hair spread out over a bed of dirty leaves, and the form of the princess, curled tightly underneath a patchwork blanket of fur.

His breath caught in his chest for a moment when he looked at her, a wave of airless panic moving over him. Blood pooled around her lower legs, which were tucked up awkwardly in the small space, and for a moment, he couldn’t see or hear her breathing.

“Princess?” Corin gently shook her shoulder. She did not move. Leaning further into the hollow, he slid one arm underneath Seren’s shoulders and used his other to try to maneuver her limp body out of the tree. It was awkward and difficult to do without causing her further harm, but finally he succeeded in dragging her out and settling her onto the forest floor.

Bending over her face, he listened for signs that she was breathing. She was, but very faintly. Blood was still seeping wetly from one of her legs. Pushing the revolting garment of furs and all the unnecessary layers of skirts aside, he located the wound.

It was a slice on the side of her calf, about two inches long and a quarter inch deep. Corin grimaced when he saw the telltale skin-curling of the scything stone wound. The wretched stones inflicted wounds that would bleed profusely and imparted a fine grit nearly impossible to clean away, each particle attacking the blood and causing an almost immediate infection. Their fatal nature made them effective barriers to keep people or animals from raiding the pits and spreading poison from the corpses. He stared at the wound.

She would need a miracle.

As much as he was loath to take her back to the palace, she needed help from a physician as quickly as possible. But as he slid an arm underneath her shoulders again, and the other under her knees in preparation to scoop her up, her eyes flew open and she gasped—a sound that raised the hair on the back of Corin’s neck.

“Princess!” he exclaimed, his arms tightening involuntarily. “You need help. Please, allow me to—”

“You can help me,” she whispered weakly, her eyes rolling back slightly in her head, then drifting closed again. With a nearly limp hand, she reached up and touched the side of his face.

A stunning, almost paralyzing bolt of energy seemed to root him in place, shooting through him, pinning his knees to the forest floor and his arms around the princess. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see, and couldn’t hear anything except for his riotous pulse, the blood roaring through his body.

Then, that was gone too.
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Borrowed Strength

SEREN

I didn’t mean to do it—whatever it was. I didn’t even know if I could . . . but when I saw Sir Corin’s face, I felt that I could borrow just a little strength, enough to heal myself. I thought that he’d barely feel a thing . . . but now he lay senseless on the forest floor, while my condition was quite the opposite. Sweet oxygen bloomed and soared through me. I felt featherlight and yet firmly on the ground at the same time. My pain was almost gone, and, oddest of all, a pale light glowed for a moment at the ends of my fingertips, like fireflies, then subsided.

I had taken something from him, stronger than I’d ever encountered before, and the pure power of it nearly made me feel giddy. I felt that I could leap to the tops of the trees, but I resisted the urge. I knelt quickly to assess Sir Corin’s state.

I was almost afraid to touch him again, although I hoped that, fully conscious, I would be more capable of controlling what power left or entered me. Carefully, I rolled Corin onto his back. His chest rose and fell with effort. I shook my head, trying to clear it of the excess energy that still overcame my senses. Satisfied that I had not killed my guard, I stretched out my leg and glanced down at my faintly throbbing calf in the dim, hazy golden light.

Unfortunately, whatever power had transferred from Corin to me, while dulling the pain, had not extended to fully healing my leg. There were deep red streaks crawling away from the wound. The bleeding had stopped, but the skin was hot now.

I settled my hand on top of the cut, and the barest touch caused a white-hot pain to flare through my leg. I gritted my teeth through the pain. I worried that if I used much strength healing my leg, I wouldn’t have any magic left for the rest of the day. But the cloak would work without my help, and I wouldn’t get far with my leg in this shape. Perhaps whatever strength I had stolen from Corin would be enough to get me through.

Filling my lungs with air, I let it out in a slow hiss as I pressed my hand against the wound and slid my mind under the surface of my skin, near the edge of the cut. It felt like fire.

I lay in the pain for a moment, trying to summon strength and pull it inside of me. Drawing as much energy as I could manage, I squeezed my eyes shut and thrust my mind directly into the open wound. The pain was like blistering heat, searing through my eyes and into my head. The poison seemed to needle my skin all over, like a spray of acid, and I writhed, clamping my hand over the wound and mentally digging in deeper, until I found it.

The stone had left a residue, which clung into my flesh and radiated the pain. I could feel it stretching and sliding further into my leg, trying to overwhelm me. I froze, powerless in the intensity of the pain that now wracked my whole body.

Somehow, that moment of utter agony produced a sliver of clarity. I grasped it, and summoned air, inhaling the breath into my lungs. Then I lashed the infection with my magic, wrapping it around every barbed tendril, and tugged. The pain in my calf intensified, but it began to alleviate everywhere else. I pulled harder than ever, then cried out as a ripping, burning shiver burst through the wound in my leg.

I lay panting, exhausted but finally free of the searing pain. Chilly drops of rain began pattering all over my face, and I sat up slowly, groaning slightly at the pulling ache. The afternoon light was waning, but I could see the translucent, pink-stretched skin of the newly healed wound. It was tender, but appeared to be clear of the stone’s infection.

Corin, lying on the forest floor beside me, was still out cold. I stared at his motionless body, indecision freezing me in place. Why was he separated from the other search parties? And, far more troubling, how could he see through my enchantment when others could not? These were questions I dearly wanted answered, but could not risk pursuing.

The rain intensified, and I felt inconvenient remorse as I watched it wash over Corin, drenching him.

I should move. I should run and put as much distance between my guard and myself as I could, before he woke up.

But what if he did not wake up? Fearfully, I leaned over him and put my ear to his chest. The wet, oiled leather of his tunic was slick against my face. I pushed tentatively with my magic, nudging my way inside, looking for signs of life. My breaths were coming in tight, short bursts now, and it took everything I had to focus past the panic rising within me. I had taken so much from him when I’d reached out for strength. Had I taken everything?

Inside was heavy silence and blackness. I almost felt myself sinking into the peace of it, joining his oblivion. But I forced myself to stay alert, to keep reaching. Despair began to swell through me, almost destroying my focus again—I almost pulled back—but then, there it was.

Corin’s light was burning with vitality, buried deep beneath the weight of his slumbering consciousness. Certain that he would sense me, I began to release myself from him immediately, but then stopped. The work of his life’s blood within him was so imperceptibly slight, I could not leave him in such a state. Surely, that light would wane if I did nothing.

He had such strength in reserve, I knew that it would not take much from me. Centering myself again, I sent a flick of magic toward his heart, his lungs. But what came from me didn’t feel like my own magic to begin with. It was a spark of whatever I had taken from him, and it immediately curled into him like a cat greeting its master.

I opened my eyes. The rain was falling harder. Corin’s eyes, still closed, began to screw up against the incessant drops, and I could see that he breathed easier. I scrambled to my feet. He would be well now, but the last thing I wanted was for him to see me again.

Backing away from him, I assessed my location. It was too wet to consult my map, but I could see where I’d entered the woods, so I vaguely felt a sense of my bearings. I snatched my repulsive cloak of furs and threw it around myself, then ran headlong into the forest.

I pelted through the wood with more haste than grace, trying to head due north, and cursed myself with every broken branch and clumsy skid of broken earth that I left in my wake. If Corin decided to track me, I was making it far too easy for him. I ran with as much speed as I could muster, which was considerably more than I usually possessed, and I did not quickly grow short of breath. The strength I’d stolen from Corin imbued me with as much guilt as stamina, but I would use it to its fullest extent as I sought to put distance between myself and Felaurum.

When I slowed, I reminded myself what I was running from, and then ran faster.

I pushed on and on, my eyes eventually straining in the falling dusk. My throat and muscles ached, my nerves were as tight as a bowstring. The wild yet bracing smells of the forest were sharp in my nose: earth, tree, and rot. I could hear nothing but my own ragged breaths.

Finally, when velvety darkness had fully fallen, I reached the end of the forest. The rain had ceased. Groping my way past scratching branches, I emerged from the wood and into whistling winds. Being out of the wood was helpful as it reinforced that I was, indeed, going north as I had intended, for I could see the moonlit sea breaking away to the east once I cleared the trees. The forest gave way to a windy bluff. I suspected that the road was somewhere to my left, hopefully many miles away, but the moonlight was not bright enough to show me.

Reaching the top of the bluff, my shaking knees buckled, and I sank onto them. I let the starlight soak into my liquid muscles and bones. The salt wind blew fiercely cold, but I did not care, as the heavenly light that I so badly needed melted into me. I untied my fur cloak and let it drop to the ground, then fell back onto it.

Any lingering doubts that my power truly was star-blessed evaporated in that instant. It took only a moment of lying in the starlight for my strength to return with a blazing energy almost as powerful as the jolt I felt when I touched Corin. My skin did not literally glow this time, but I sprang to my feet, needing to move as the energy coursed through me. There was power inside of Corin—or, there had been—and I supposed that when the starlight kindled my own magic, it also met the remaining fragment of Corin’s that I stole, and it blazed to life again. A part of my brain wanted to sift through this mystery, but it was overruled by the rest of me, which wanted to keep moving.

I hopped up and down a couple of times, restless with energy. Then I knelt again. Hands shaking, I dug through my satchel, groping blindly until my fingers found the crushed scrolls that contained the Stelauris maps. The only light I had to read my maps by was moonlight, and it was just enough. According to what was surely an extremely old map, with crumbling corners breaking away in the wind and brown ink fading in spots, I had just exited Harrow Wood. My current path ran parallel to the main road which forked northeastward to Scrying Hill. I was heading in the right direction, but had no real way of knowing how far away the village was.

Mother had told me to go to Scrying Hill and find someone called Estrid. The thought of her pale face as she said those words sliced through me like cold steel. And yet, holding on to the name of someone else like me, who might be able to show me how best to wield my abilities, I felt a treacherous thrill of adventure.

Standing again, I slung my satchel across my back, secured the fur cloak around myself, and then began to run. The wind whistled beside me, a lonely companion keeping step with me, never outrunning, never falling behind.

I lifted my face to the stars, and they blessed me.
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CORIN

Light and dark shapes shifted and rolled across Corin’s closed eyelids, and nausea surged through him. Lurching to his side, he vomited, stomach clenching tightly over and over again, raggedly wringing him empty. When it was over, he flopped weakly back onto the wet, muddy leaves of the forest floor. He lay there for a moment, waiting for the purple twilight sky behind the treetops to stop spinning, and then sat up slowly, groaning as his head pounded in protest.

Staring blankly around, Corin tried to remember what he was doing in the forest. For a moment, nothing came to him—his mind was vacant with exhaustion. But then, a flash of golden-red hair flitted past his mind’s eye. He remembered following the princess into the forest. He remembered dragging her from the tree, and her pale face and weak pulse striking a cold note of fear inside of him.

But that was all that he remembered. He glanced around, the motion provoking a fresh rush of nausea. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply through his nose for several minutes until the queasiness passed. The forest was very still, and he knew before he even opened his eyes that Seren was long gone. He rose to his feet and staggered weakly to the hollow tree. Bending on knees that felt like jelly, he saw nothing but a dirty nest of leaves within the wide trunk, and a streak of dried blood. He straightened.

The sound of ragged breathing, the frantic splash of water, and another flash of golden-red hair startled his senses and prompted another wave of nausea. He leaned against the tree, battling the sensation, and looked around. The breathing, the water, the hair—it all was gone a split second after he’d sensed it. But he had truly seen and heard it. He’d seen Seren crossing a stream. She was far—exactly how far away, he couldn’t tell, but somehow, he knew that she’d covered a lot of ground. And she was pushing herself hard.

Corin had no strength to ruminate over the peculiar sensation of knowing this. His limbs were almost too weak to support him, and he could hardly keep the nausea at bay. He’d never felt so awful—he was certainly in no condition to track Seren.

Steadying himself, he tested the strength of his legs. The world spun when he attempted to walk, but righted itself after a moment. Corin staggered out of the damp forest and onto the now-moonlit, empty road. He ducked his head against the piercing wind that shafted over the coastline off the sea, rippling the tall grass. It slid around the links of his chain mail shirt and whipped his cloak around his legs.

Harrowdam was a considerably shorter walking distance than Felaurum, so he resolved to make his way to a familiar inn. He considered that Lord Roth had likely made attempts to call on his services before now, but he could not bring himself to care, nor to consider what he would tell the old lords when he did return. Corin’s head pounded with every step, and though his nausea quieted, it remained a simmering threat in the back of his throat.

Although Harrowdam was but a quarter mile off from where he’d encountered Seren, his legs felt as if they were about to give way by the time he reached the torchlit warmth of the port village. Harrowdam was small, but it provided a welcome escape for local farmers, fishermen, and off-duty soldiers who wished to spend an evening drinking and dicing in order to forget the poisons that threatened their lives and wasted their crops and purses.

Tonight, there were a few small pockets of activity populated by such folk, less raucous than usual; the princess’ disappearance would be robbing most soldiers of their free hours. Corin’s own dereliction of duty failed to trouble him. His body felt deflated of all energy, his strength now taking its last stand—all he wanted was a bed.

He made his way to the nearest inn, The Sow and the Stone, and pushed open the grimy door. As he’d hoped, there was little activity in the tavern. A trio of farmers huddled around a grubby wooden table in the corner, silently slurping watered-down ale, and two fishermen played a subdued game of dice by the fire. The innkeeper, a sullen fellow with a long face, puttered behind the bar.

The meager warmth of the fire seemed to turn Corin’s bones to liquid. The innkeeper narrowed his eyes at Corin as he approached with a slow and careful gait. “I told you lot, and I told you—five times if I said it once today—I ain’t seen the girl, I ain’t seen anything suspicious. Spend some coin or clear off.”

Corin dug into the coin purse at his hip. “A bed, that’s all. I don’t want information.” He held out a coin. The man narrowed his eyes even further, watching Corin now through the barest slits. Corin muttered under his breath and pulled out another two coins. “A bed . . . and ale. And bread.”

Silently, the innkeeper held out his hand, and Corin dropped the coins into it.

A slap of cold, salty wind and the light of the moon glaring off the sea struck him as if he’d been thrust back out into the night. Seren’s sharp breaths, steady as a pulse, and the biting breeze whipping her hair behind her assaulted him . . . she felt so close, as if he could nearly hear her thoughts.

“You all right, young man?” the innkeeper growled. Corin had not realized that he had stopped breathing for what must have been a good long moment. Embarrassment at his unsoldierly weakness would have colored his face, but his blood showed no signs of stirring again any time soon. The innkeeper watched Corin dubiously. “You look white as a siren, and not the pretty kind. The kind what screams in yer nightmares and eats yer soul. I don’t want nobody dying in one of my beds. Again.” He huffed the last word in exasperation.

Corin took in a careful breath. “I just need sleep. I’ll pay you extra tomorrow if I remain undisturbed.”

Shaking his head in disapproval of the young man who clearly planned to die all over his sheets, the innkeeper stumped up the stairs behind the bar, leading the way to a lumpy bed and undisturbed dreams of screaming sirens and a princess, running; running tirelessly on stolen strength.


[image: 14]


Scrying Hill

SEREN

The wind blew harshly off the sea, and the tall grass that covered the top of the bluff bent and curved to the west. I fell a couple of times as I failed to navigate uneven ground while the wind buffeted me mercilessly. My lips and cheeks stung and grew chapped in the biting breeze, and the sun glaring off the sea made my head pound. I was alternately freezing from the wind and sweating as the sun sank into the furs draped around me.

But I was not tired.

I’d found a small stream at sunrise, three hours past, and was on the lookout for another. I had not been so fortunate finding food, and my stomach spasmed painfully. Even the fading, dry grass was beginning to look edible. I had run over brambly dales of heather, and through small copses of trees, too sparse to be considered forests. According to my crumbling map, Scrying Hill should be just a few miles inland, so I decided to chance the road.

Wrapping my cloak tightly around myself, I made my way west, over a quarter mile of scorched barley field until I found the hard-packed earthen road. It was vacant, and I took it at a run. My musty, almost putrid-smelling cloak held faint vibrations of magic, so I trusted it would continue to serve me if I ran into travelers. Otherwise, I would have cast the hot, stinking thing into the sea long before now.

All of the fields that I passed had been scorched. The air was not quite as foul as it was in Felaurum, and not as clear as it was by the sea. I concluded that I was passing through an area that had been strongly affected by the poison early in the season. My stomach growled when I pictured the bobbing heads of wheat or barley that would have met me otherwise. Whether from hunger or because the power I had taken from Corin was beginning to wear thin, my strength flagged. No sooner did I notice the change than it hit me full force: I could not run any longer.

The country was hilly and the vegetation began to grow thicker. Soon, trees grew close enough to heavily canopy the road, so I could not see far ahead. There had been no signs, nothing to indicate that I was near my destination.

A spot of bright red to my left caught my eye, and I moved forward on aching muscles, struggling to bring oxygen into my lungs. Several paces off the road was a wild apple tree, its branches gnarled and entangled with vines that lashed it to the trees around it. It looked like a prisoner standing there, weighed down with a crown of beautiful little red apples. They were ripe; the perfume was intoxicating.

I grasped the biggest one within my reach and twisted the stem. The apple came off with a satisfying pop, and I wasted no time sinking my teeth into the firm, tart fruit. I gathered four more and crammed them into my satchel. Around me, the wood was dark and thick.

Having something in my stomach renewed a small amount of my strength, but I knew that I could not go on. The road had become a forest path, and my eyes strained in the fading light. I was bone-weary and could barely remain upright. Anxiety gnawed at me as I realized that I would have to pass the night in the wood.

The sun, which I’d last seen dipping into the west before I entered the forest, cast a faint reddish light that shivered through the trees, then disappeared very quickly. Shadows deepened all around me, and my chaotic thoughts tumbled through fevered scenes conjured by all the fear and confusion of recent weeks: Meline transforming before my eyes into my long-dead mother, the memory eerie and foreboding in my darkening solitude; my father’s stewing anger, wounded indignation, and steep descent into madness, forcing me to become a wretched vessel to provide the heir he deserves; Sir Corin, pale and still on the forest floor. And death coming for me in a dozen ways, each imagined presentation of my mind more plausible than the last.

I closed my eyes and steadied my breathing, then reached for any sort of magic to help me feel safe. But the reserves of magical energy that I’d learned to draw from instinctively were empty. The stars were shielded from me by the thick tangle of branches. If there was a trace of magic left inside of me, I couldn’t access it. Weary, I sat against a thick tree trunk.

I drew my knees to my chest and pulled my satchel close to my side. I felt inside it until I touched the smooth wooden handle of my knife. I pulled it out and slid the blade from the sheath.

Wrapping my furs tightly around myself, I prepared for a long night.
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I awoke to the scent of dirt, in a grey-green dawn. I was curled up on the ground at the base of the tree, hugging my satchel tightly, my knife abandoned by my side. I rose painfully and batted at a leaf that had stuck to the side of my face. There were plenty more throughout my snarled hair, but I left them there in dispirited exhaustion. Eventually, the sound of a rushing stream caught my attention. Somehow, in my fatigued panic, I’d missed it the night before. I only had to take a few steps and there it was before me: a thin stream, rushing hastily over rocks and trailing west to east across my path. I glanced around the bed, checking for the infamous, poisonous yellow mushrooms near the water source, and found no danger. I knelt and broke the silver surface with my hands, scooping the water into my mouth and splashing it over my face as my hair fell forward, dipping into the stream.

With renewed energy, I pushed myself northward through the dense wood. In less than an hour, the forest thinned, and I could see my destination looming through the trees: Scrying Hill.

A road ran around the base and zigzagged up the side of a hill that almost resembled a small mountain, and a narrow footpath branched off and wound its own way up the hill. There was some foot, horse, and cart traffic on the road, but no one on the footpath that I could see. Although my cloak, at least, still felt like it retained its magic, I paused to cover my hair with a shawl before leaving the privacy of the wood, just in case.

Then I left the wood behind me and returned to the road, breaking off when I reached the footpath that led up the hill. A wooden sign was helpfully carved with the words:

SCRYING HILL. UP.

The footpath seemed the safer route for me. It began as a winding, steep set of stairs, hewn roughly out of the rock of the hill. I didn’t expect the ascent to be so difficult, but soon found that it was the most rigorous part of my journey so far. The hill was truly more like a mountain, for it was cut into rock. From what I could see at intervals, the village at the top was walled, likely to block the worst of the winds. It took every ounce of my concentration to maintain my footing; I focused on each step as it came and tried to look neither up nor down.

The mountainside appeared uninhabitable from a distance, but as I traveled upward, I realized that there were various alcoves dug into the rock, in which small, whitewashed cottages were nestled. Many of the overhanging edges were covered in soft grass and wildflowers.

The higher I climbed, the further I could see in every direction except north. I paused about halfway up and stood on a jut of rock that hung over a small, grassy slope where goats grazed. I had to squint against the sun and the whipping wind that stung my eyes, but the air was cleaner and it was breathtaking to look at the kingdom from this perspective.

I looked toward the miniscule Felaurum walls and, rising above them, the delicate turrets of the Gilded Palace. I felt a moment of unease, as if someone looking out could see me, although I knew that was impossible. I was already twice as high as the capital and could see the harbor beyond. Harrowdam, to the east, was hidden from me by the wood I’d met Corin in, but the tiny dots of ships arriving in its port were not. I could see the treetops of the western wood, but no further, as it was miles westward before it thinned into farmland.

The land was bright and beautiful, but marred by the dead patches of scorched fields that made my heart ache. The poison had claimed so many livelihoods and lives. My mother was never far from my mind, and I sent up a prayer that the poison was leaving her, rather than weakening her further.

When the sun was high in the sky but mercifully scudded over with pearl-grey clouds, I finally reached the top of the hill. The wall around the top was constructed of the same reddish-gold rock that made up the mountain, cut cleanly and stacked in an interwoven pattern. The stairs, which had been sparse on the path and nonexistent in some areas, were more orderly here, and there was a wide entrance at the top. Wooden gates stood open, with no sentries. I was surprised; I was used to guards at every door.

I stepped through hesitantly and found a village dancing with life. It was not the crush of bodies and overwhelming mix of smells of Felaurum, but a gentler, less urgent sort of busyness that met me.

The main road led me past several tidy little white-painted stone cottages where villagers moved about busily, tending to small gardens, chatting with neighbors, calling to children. I walked further, until I found a market square. This was cobbled attractively, and vendors’ stalls dotted the courtyard. It was surrounded by shops and other establishments. It couldn’t have been further from the squalid, cramped streets of my city, which I’d found, to my horror, to be exactly as Sir Corin had described when we’d first met.

To locate Estrid, I needed to find the north wall. It was the only detail my mother had offered. I hovered at the edge of the market square, gathering my bearings, when a rough shoulder knocked me aside. I stumbled, but regained my footing as a noisy collective of men marched past, as heedless of my presence as they were of the small crowd of peasants that they pushed through.

The shove did not frighten me nearly as much as the livery that the men wore. Spiky golden suns on black tunics heralded them as Felaurum street patrol. They must have recently ascended by way of the road, out of my sight as I made my climb. I stood stock-still as they passed, then watched with apprehension as they marched into a tidy-looking inn. The white sign, painted with a pale horse on a green hill and neat letters heralding “The Golden Mare,” swayed over them as they entered. I scurried behind the patrol and stood just outside the door, listening.

“. . . that’s right, hair as red as fireweed, wouldn’t miss her. This is the king’s business, but don’t go flapping your gums about it,” the apparent captain was carelessly booming to a woman behind a gleaming counter. “Keep an eye out and there will be something in it for you. Our patrol will be stationed in the village until we find her or receive word that she’s been found elsewhere. Now,” he added, “we’ll have meat. And beds.”

I slipped away from the door then, my heart racing. If the palace was going so far as to encamp patrols in surrounding villages, then perhaps my father and the lords were expending more efforts to find me than I thought they might. I had been clinging to a foolish, naive hope that they wouldn’t be bothered to search very hard.
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CORIN

The pounding in Corin’s head subsided with sleep, and sleep he did—throughout an entire night and day, and then fitfully into the next night. When he fully awoke, daylight streamed through the thin curtains. He struggled to recall what strange bed he was in, or why the ceiling was twirling like a little wooden top. Subdued sounds of a tavern floated through the thin floorboards, and he remembered where he was. The innkeeper seemed to have taken to heart Corin’s request not to be disturbed—or he was in no hurry to deal with the corpse he’d very clearly felt that Corin would soon be when he led him to the room. Corin didn’t think that he was dying, but the heavy weakness that hung over him was concerning.

An urgent thumping at the door pulled him painfully out of a restless state of oblivion. He sat up slowly, trying to right the spinning world as the thumping continued.

“Corin?” A muffled voice shouted. “You all right in there? I’m coming in!”

The lock turned, and Falon rushed in.

The innkeeper peered nervously from behind him as he pocketed his key. “Thank goodness,” he said, wiping his brow with a discolored handkerchief and turning back as soon as he ascertained that Corin was still alive. “Smells like death, though,” he muttered irritably as he retreated.

“You all right, mate?” Falon asked, worry furrowing his earnest face. “You know, I heard that one of those, er, royal nephews claimed that he had poisoned a random glass at the banquet. Seemed to find it a great joke. You didn’t drink anything, did you? Or . . . it’s not—you know. It’s not your lungs. Is it?” When Corin shook his head to both concerns, Falon leaned out the doorway and shouted down the stairs.

“Good man! Some fresh water and a cup of merrigin, hot!” He stepped back into the room and stayed against the wall, keeping well away from Corin’s bed. “Well, that’s good. Odd time to play truant and sleep it off in Harrowdam, though,” he said with a quizzical eyebrow quirk, not completely hiding his disgust.

“It wasn’t that. This time,” Corin said, attempting a rakish grin but only achieving a weak grimace. He felt thoroughly humiliated to be found in such a state. Falon just stared at him for a long moment, exuding the unwelcome sense that Corin had let down a friend. Corin closed his eyes for a moment. The man was a loyal comrade and deserved to know why his partner had disappeared at a crucial time.

“Look—I’m sorry.” His voice was hoarse. “I thought I would have better luck tracking her down alone, and I couldn’t stand that she had slipped away from us so easily. It was stupid of me to run off without telling you, or anyone. Then I think I drank some bad ale and ended up sick as a dog in this inn. Nothing serious—I just couldn’t send word. Just stayed here and passed out.”

Falon shifted, and Corin cleared his throat. “I’m sorry if you’ve had a lot to answer for in my absence . . . I’m a right idiot, but I didn’t even consider the repercussions for you. I just wanted to find her.”

Falon still looked concerned, but nodded as the innkeeper returned with the drinks. “Just set it there. Thank you.”

Corin tried to sit up again as the innkeeper left. Falon came to the bed and put a firm hand on Corin’s shoulder, forcing him back down.

“Well, it was stupid of you,” he agreed. “But I’m none the worse for it. Lord Roth vouched for us both, and Sir Kaius doesn’t seem inclined to push it.” He lowered his voice. “Truthfully, I think they’re glad to know the princess is gone, considering her circumstances. Lord Gifrey has taken full command of the Guard for now and sent out twelve patrols to comb the villages and woods. It was Lord Roth who sent me to find you.”

Corin tried to keep his expression neutral in spite of a growing, insidious dread. He knew that he should be feeling relief that his path had been cleared, but he wasn’t eager to know what Lord Roth had planned in the wake of Seren’s disappearance.

Falon poured a full mug of the steaming, mud-colored merrigin. “Once you’re up for it, we’ll get you back to Felaurum.” A slight, mischievous grin creased his face. “You drink up with no fuss, and I won’t tell Arc how horrid you smell or how your wee lips trembled when you said you were sorry just now.”

Corin swiped his hand across his forehead and groaned, humiliated but relieved that all was forgiven.
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SEREN

The stone wall that encircled the top of Scrying Hill encompassed the village, the gentle, heathery slopes of surrounding hillside, and a thick wood toward the north. After a trek through the village, hillside, and into the wood that grew against the north wall, my heart finally stopped hammering. My search had revealed that there was only one dwelling by the north wall, and I had nearly missed it. A cage of woven branches and ivy formed a shell around a very small cottage. The front door was the only thing not covered in the layer of foliage, although ivy hung in front of it, nearly obscuring it.

I was aware of a heavy silence as I approached the twiggy mess. I swept aside an obscuring drape of ivy that hung over a plain wooden door, and knocked. A curtain hung over a small, round window in the center of the door. It twitched. I knocked again.

“Hello?” I called.

I waited a long moment, growing anxious that I had no plan beyond finding this woman. Did my cloak prevent her from hearing me? What would I do if she simply refused to see me?

A series of scraping noises emitted from the other side of the door, then it cracked open a hair. My heart leapt with the knowledge that I may be in the presence of a very powerful hedgewitch.

“What?” asked a flat voice.

“Oh! Hello,” I said again, unsure how to begin. “How are you?”

“I’m working. If that’s all, I’ll go back to it.” The door started to shut again.

“No, no! That is not all. There’s more.” I rushed my words nervously. “I mean, I’d like to speak with you. Please. May I come in?” Somehow, standing there at her door, bent slightly in my heavy furs so that the foliage above wouldn’t hit my head, I felt all the pain of my long journey begin to pulse through my bones and muscles. The ache made me shift my weight back and forth.

“Something wrong with you?” the flat voice asked dubiously.

When I didn’t answer immediately, the door began to shut again. I still couldn’t see who was inside.

“No, I’m well. Very well,” I said quickly. “Are you Estrid?”

Silence.

“May—may I come in?”

There was a long pause. Then in suddenly louder, thin tones with a detectable edge of fear in the voice, “Absolutely not. Now, lower your disguise or you can knock on that door until your hand drops off, for all the good it will do you.”

I glanced uneasily down at my furs, which still thrummed with enchantment.

“I’m closing my door in five seconds if I don’t see what you really look like,” she said, still hidden from view.

Swallowing, I removed my head shawl and undid the ties of my fur cloak. When it was off, the door creaked open a little further, revealing a woman’s face rather lower to the ground than I’d expected.

She was several inches shorter than me and perhaps no older than my mother. I stood very still, cradling my bulky furs as she opened the door a bit more, blinking rapidly and looking me up and down. I’d been expecting either a bent crone or someone grand and impressive. But this small, ordinary, rather plump lady stood before me, holding the side of the door with a white-knuckled grip.

Light brown hair delicately streaked with grey was pinned up in an elegant knot, and grey eyes glinting from behind wire-framed spectacles flitted rapidly over me, landing on my hair more than once.

“Well. Well, now. That’s much more . . . interesting,” she said, although her wide eyes and strained voice betrayed more terror than interest. “I am Estrid. Come in, and wipe your feet please. You don’t have fleas in that thing, do you?” She wrinkled her small nose as she eyed my cloak. “My cats are very clean and I want them to stay that way.”

I stepped inside, dutifully wiping my feet, and shook my head. At least, I didn’t think there were fleas in it. The suggestion made my skin crawl.

She didn’t look utterly convinced either. “That’s your spell vessel, isn’t it? To go unnoticed?” Her voice was pitched high and tight. I nodded again, seeing no point in denying it. “Well, it looks mangy, to say the least. Leave it on that woodpile, if you please.”

She shut the door behind me and slid about five bolts into place, then turned away from the door. Almost immediately, she spun back around, unbolted the door, and popped her head out. Quickly, she pulled it back in, carefully shut the door again, and rebolted it. I heard a low whispered chant under her breath, “one, two, three, four, five,” repeated twice as she touched each secured bolt, then finally turned and scurried past me.

I stared after her. If it did not seem highly unlikely that there was another hedgewitch on Scrying Hill named Estrid, I would never have believed that this was the woman my mother sent me to for refuge.

I folded my cloak and placed it on top of the woodpile just inside the door. The cottage was deeper than I’d expected, and well lit. I looked around for the source of the light and saw that there were two large, round windows cut into the ceiling, paned with thick glass. The trees were not close enough to the cottage to block the sun, and it shone through.

The entryway walls were lined with stacks of firewood and bundles of kindling. A discordant variety of smells filled the space, coming first from the array of dried herbs that hung from the ceiling just past the front door. It clearly was no bother to Estrid to have them hanging down from the low rafters; they were well above her head. But I had to duck to get through the entryway without getting a face full of spiky lacepin fronds or withered, pungent inkflorets.

Past the small entryway was the kitchen. This was where most of the smells seemed to be coming from. There were two fireplaces, one on each side of the room, with a wooden table in between. A large black cauldron hung over the fire with the hotter blaze, and over the smaller fire hung a pot with sluggish clouds of yellowish steam tumbling out of it. The table was very cluttered and flooded with daylight from a round window centered directly above it. The hedgewitch seemed to be in the midst of a great many projects, given the jumble. The table was strewn with used teacups, half-knitted sachets, pestles full of ground herbs, strings of purple berries draped over a dead rabbit, a clay pot with a nearly finished seascape painted around it, several bottles of a dark, cloudy liquid, a collection of mismatched jars, and to my shock, a bowl full of little yellow mushrooms in the center of the table.

“Why do you have those?” I asked as soon as I spotted them, eyeing them anxiously.

The hedgewitch sat in one of the two chairs near the table but didn’t offer me the other. She did not answer me, but seemed to be making as thorough an inspection of my appearance as I was of her table and kitchen.

The fire snapped. A small, blackened-iron stove stood squatly behind Estrid, and on top of it, a tea kettle began to hiss. Above us, there was a rustling, skittering sound. Estrid glanced toward the sound and narrowed her eyes.

I knew I was being horribly rude, but I couldn’t figure out how to begin. Finally, I spoke, unable to bear the silence any longer. “I—I am here because—”

“One moment.” Estrid jumped out of her seat and grabbed what appeared to be a willow switch off of the table, then plunged it into the pot with the yellow steam, giving it a vigorous stir. She muttered to herself, looking irritably at the switch. She tossed it back on the table and picked up a long-handled wooden spoon, then gave the pot another stir.

“I’m preserving today.” She spoke unexpectedly as she bustled between the two cauldrons, working rather frenetically. “It’s time-sensitive work, and as you arrived unannounced, your tale will simply have to wait a moment. Although I’m certain it is already spoiled.”

I had nothing to say in response. A tabby cat slunk out from underneath the table and stretched, staring at me with baleful green eyes. Then it arched its back and bounded between Estrid’s legs, causing her to stumble and scold.

Clearing a spot on the table, Estrid plunked a foaming, dripping vessel in the middle. The scent that was now very strong in the room was somehow reminiscent of both scorched wool and apricots. It was also gamey. I breathed as shallowly as possible. Estrid pursed her lips in obvious irritation and poked dismally at the contents.

“It should be fine,” she muttered. “If it doesn’t poison me.” With quick, jerky movements, she began ladling what appeared to be a chunky sauce of pale gold into jars. It slopped over the sides, leaving a sticky, glistening trail oozing downward.

I was suddenly aware of how tired I was, how badly my feet and calf ached, but I would not allow myself to fidget or show any signs of impatience.

Estrid corked and sealed all the jars, then lowered them into the large cauldron with her tongs. She wiped her hands on a towel with a disgruntled air, then flopped back into her chair with a loud sigh. Glancing at me, she held out a hand to indicate that I should take the other chair.

“You could have sat while I worked, I suppose,” she said. Her light voice was calmer now, at odds with her harried behavior and the sweat that had beaded on her brow. She lifted the lid of a small porcelain pot and began spooning tea leaves into a stained linen sachet. Twisting in her seat, she lifted the kettle off of the stove and poured the boiling water into the teapot.

With a flicker of an edge, she asked, “So, what brings you here?”

I sat down slowly. Now that I was in this woman’s presence, I could not decide how much I wanted her to know about me yet.

She glanced at me as she poured. “You’re Seren.”

I sat paralyzed with indecision. Estrid shook her head and pulled a single teacup and saucer from a cupboard within her reach.

“There’s something we need to decide right now, Seren.” Her sharp grey eyes met mine, and her voice had the tone of a quiet person striving to command. “Either we trust each other or we don’t. I don’t want to waste my time prying answers out of you.” With a ghost of a tremble in her hands, she poured steaming, reddish tea into the cup. Instantly, a refreshing, berry-tinged scent replaced the rather offensive odor of Estrid’s preserves.

I remained silent for a moment. Telling her my story now, after everything I had done to conceal myself and escape, almost felt wrong. Like pulling a healthy tooth. But she was Estrid of Scrying Hill. For better or worse, my mother had sent me to this woman.

I cleared my throat. “All right. Yes, I’m Seren. My mother is Danika, formerly of Kettering Way.”

The tabby cat made a startling reappearance, jumping onto my lap, then settled across my legs and began to purr loudly. Estrid turned and pulled a second teacup out of the cupboard, filled it with the fragrant tea, and scooted it toward me.

“Hello, Seren. I’m your mother’s cousin, Estrid. So, your second cousin? First cousin . . . once removed?” She fluttered her fingers as if to say that it didn’t really matter.

I stared at Estrid, again speechless. Questions sprouted and crowded my mind. I didn’t know where to begin, but my relief to be in the presence of true family was almost palpable enough to make me giddy.

Just as I found my voice, another one permeated my thoughts—foreign and intrusive inside my head, yet also familiar—and decidedly male. I gasped as if I had been doused with icy water.

“What the blazes did you do to me?”
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Impossible Intruder

CORIN

Falon went off to fetch a doctor while Corin stayed in bed, bored and uncomfortable. He had attempted to get up and test his strength, but then dizziness and nausea had rolled through him. He was now resigned to wait it out in frustrated misery.

As he lay in the lumpy bed, drifting in and out of consciousness, he began to wonder if he was feverish as well, for the strangest images began to play before his eyes—and not just images, but scents and sounds—so realistic and yet improbable that they could be nothing but fever-induced hallucinations.

A room—strange, hung with withered plants, net sacks of vegetables . . . shelves lined with jars and bottles of dark liquids. The air was steamy and warm and smelled like a kitchen where several experiments had gone wrong. But there was a familiar smell, too, one that was light and cool and reminded him of—

And then there was her voice too.

“Yes, I’m Seren. My mother is Danika, formerly of Kettering Way.”

Her voice—her scent—her name. Corin remembered the princess bleeding, reaching for him before he blacked out. The glimpses of her that he’d seen when she was well away from him in the forest. The sure knowledge of her distance, which he felt again now, like a gentle tugging.

He closed his eyes and breathed deeply. With determined urgency, he reached out with his mind, as if trying hard to remember something. He caught the scent again. He reached further, feeling more strength generating itself for this task than for any that his physical body could command. He felt her presence, berry-tinged steam curling in the air, and a voice, faint and unintelligible.

For a moment, he had the shocking sensation of being in another place. He anchored himself to the sweaty, uncomfortable bed and reached out again, this time sending words. They flowed from him to her as easily as if he’d spoken them aloud.

“What the blazes did you do to me?”

She gasped. She had heard him. Then she gasped again, as if in physical pain.

“Princess?”

“Corin?”

Her voice in his head, soft like wind over a pond, but fearful and full of hesitation, was an icy touch that rippled through him.

Then it was gone. The rustling nearness of their connection had severed, and Corin was alone with his useless body in a dirty inn in Harrowdam. What had the little witch done to him?
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SEREN

I gasped as scalding hot tea slopped over my shaking hand.

Corin’s voice had somehow, without a doubt, just been inside my head. I placed the teacup carefully back on the table and met Estrid’s unswerving gaze.

“Careful!” she warned as she lifted her own cup to her lips and delicately blew over the surface. “A scald can blister and fester,” she said somberly, eyes on my burned hand.

I felt my cheeks redden, but I moved on, anxious to pretend that nothing unusual had happened inside my head.

“My . . . cousin?” I echoed. “I had no idea that my mother had any living family. Was she in touch with you?”

“I’m one of the last,” she replied. Then she shook her head even as her sharp eyes took in every detail of my appearance. “Survival will have taken precedence over chatting with me. And scrying was never her strong suit.”

So, she knew that my mother lived, which was more than I’d known for most of my life. “She was weak when I left her in the care of a hedgewitch. The poison had gone deep, but the hedgewitch seemed to believe that it was manageable. What is scrying?”

Estrid rubbed the deep lines between her brows. “A lot to explain all at once. Suffice it to say, it can be a means of communication, though not simple. Danika didn’t pursue it before she left, and so was rarely able to send word.”

“Is that how you knew that she was still alive?” I asked.

“In a manner of speaking. As I said . . . we haven’t been in touch,” she said, not meeting my eyes. With a great sniff, she stood and took up a towel and her tongs and began removing the hot jars from her cauldron. I caught her blinking hard several times in the steam, and I looked down into my teacup. She’d collected herself by the time she had finished placing the dripping jars in rows on the table, the moisture seeping into the wood and surrounding clutter. She briskly wiped her hands and returned to her seat, sniffing again and taking a bracing swig from her teacup.

“Likely coming down with another cold,” she muttered, with a quick glance at me, then away again. “Anyway. Meline, Danika, and I were very close, once upon a time,” she said, her eyes on her wax-sealed jars. “I don’t know what your mother has told you. We grew up as sisters up north in Kettering Way. My mother—your great-aunt Cilla—took the girls in when their parents passed. My mother was a hedgewitch, but her own innate powers were meager. Her skill was renowned, but most of it was learned.” She grew silent, her eyes still on the jars.

“How did my mother end up . . .”

“Married to a mad king?” Her round eyes went to mine. She took another sip of her tea. “She may still want to tell you in her own time.” She shook her head and added, “God willing.”

I stared at her for a long moment, then nodded. I wished it could be so. But the way Estrid spoke about my mother—like a ghost of her past—made the hope in my chest wilt.

“Estrid,” I finally spoke. “I’m sorry to arrive like this . . . without word. I have nowhere else to go. My father was about to marry me off—as many times as it took for me to produce his heir.” I paused as mortification coursed through me. Estrid sat as still as marble, although a slight strangled sound emitted from her throat. “The lords wouldn’t stop him.” I floundered for words. “And then M-Mother caught ill, and I accidentally broke the spell that had shielded her from recognition all these years. We colored her hair and sent her to stay with a hedgewitch. She told me to come here and find you—but she didn’t have time to explain. I built my spelled cloak as quickly as I could, and—now, I suppose I’ve found you.” I felt like a fool, depositing myself on her doorstep and all but begging her to look after me, like an orphaned pup.

Suddenly, Estrid pushed to her feet and strode out of the kitchen toward her front door. Peering after her, I saw her unbolt the door, pop her head out again, then repeat the same ritual she had done before, touching the bolts and whispering. When she seemed satisfied, she bobbed back into the room and resumed her seat.

“Tell me about that cloak,” she said, jerking her head toward my heap of furs on her woodpile. “That’s no small bit of magic. I could barely perceive you at all, except that I can sniff out enchantment. And when I did, my brain tried to tell me you were no one of interest to me. When did you fashion it?”

“About two days ago,” I said uncertainly. The days had been blurring together, but that sounded about right.

“I see. Danika gave birth to you shortly before she and Meline made the switch, yes?” The shadow of pain passed over her eyes again, very briefly.

I nodded, confused by the change of topic but somehow not surprised at what she knew. She was quiet for another long moment, tapping a nail against her teacup. I gathered that she was used to silence.

“The king is looking for me,” I finally said. I felt I needed to make the point abundantly clear. “I am . . . looking for refuge.”

She nodded, tapping her finger faster and turning a tint paler as she gazed at me in continued silence. “Well,” she said finally. “Here I am.” She whispered it again, “Here I am.”

She seemed to be saying the words to herself rather than to me. Slowly, she removed her spectacles and wiped steam from her teacup that was clouding the glass. “Your magic isn’t exactly the secret you probably think it is. Any trained hedgewitch, fey-born, or star-blessed with a whiff of magic in their blood could sense it rolling out of Felaurum two days ago, likely when you were fashioning that vessel. I don’t know what you were using it for before then, but within the past year, it has been noticeable now and then. There was a great, foolish rush of it the night before last, coming from the eastern port region.” She looked at me. “You know what I’m talking about, don’t you? Your eyes are as wide as moonberries,” she added as she poured herself a fresh cup of tea.

“I had to heal myself,” I said, not wanting to admit that I had stolen power from someone else. “It was an unusual experience—I have no idea what I’m doing,” I blurted desperately. “I didn’t know that anyone could sense my magic, or that it was even a possibility. I have magic in my blood, but I’ve never sensed it when a hedgewitch performed spells.”

I wanted to ask her to help me learn how to handle the power that waxed and waned inside of me every day, to teach or tell me something to help me understand it, but I didn’t know how. Pleased as I was to discover that she was family, still I had hoped she would be different. I’d built up an expectation of a knowledgeable and impressive mentor, not this odd recluse.

“I know I am asking a lot, showing up here. The king does not know about my abilities, if that is what is worrying you. But the palace guards are patrolling the hilltop village even now, looking for me. I don’t know where to go, or how to control this—”

She harrumphed into her tea. “That much is obvious. And you’re right—you have no idea what you’re doing. And you do ask a lot.” She stood and took an apron off of a peg and tied it around her waist, then grabbed the sticky pot off of the table and poured water from the kettle into it. I could hear her whispering under her breath, but could not make out the words.

With a steadier, louder voice, she spoke with repressed impatience. “You probably never noticed other flares of magic because innate powers are so rare these days, and the other kind is harder to detect. Or maybe you grew up used to sensing it without realizing.” She sighed. “I usually like to keep to myself, and the last thing a hedgewitch alone needs is the king’s patrol sniffing around.” She glanced skyward toward her round ceiling windows, as if expecting to find spies skulking about the roof.

For a moment, warring expressions of indignation and panic filled her delicately lined face, likely at the thought of what I hoped she was about to offer. She grabbed a scrub brush and plunged it into the water. “But I suppose you’re going to have to lie low here with me for now.” She huffed as she began scrubbing the pot. “You and I—we have work to do.”
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I passed the night in one of Estrid’s warm, dry storerooms, which was on the cellar level of her cottage. Below the ground was an expansive, cave-like set of rooms, much larger than the main floor. Estrid’s bedroom was the only one cozily furnished for sleeping. As I insisted that I could not take her bed, she arranged quilts and pillows over some lumpy flour sacks on the floor, declared that I would be insufferably uncomfortable, and promised more suitable accommodations in the near future. She also assured me, before snuffing the final candle, that she had multiple intruder alarms rigged throughout her home and property, and we would both be better off if I did not wander in the night. In spite of her fears, I passed the night in the dreamless oblivion of the utterly fatigued.

The following morning, Estrid produced an inkfloret paste to color my hair and set to work on altering my appearance. As she squished the paste through my hair and smeared it across my eyebrows, she talked insignificantly about subjects that snagged my attention and held it captive. I wanted to question her about my family, and what she could teach me about my own ancestral powers, but my curiosity was easily swayed to her hedgewitchery.

She rattled off quite a lot about plants that I had no familiarity with, but each had potent properties that she attempted to extract and preserve, and she told me how she distilled after-storm rainwater and night dew for potions, and grew and treated her own muskwool moss. In spite of my interest, my hopes began to falter as I wondered if this sort of skill was truly what my mother had in mind when she alleged Estrid’s prowess.

“Can you tell me about the mushrooms?” I asked, trying not to move as she dabbed paste at the wisps around my hairline. The engrossed Estrid said nothing for a moment. “You have poison mushrooms on your table,” I prompted apologetically.

The little hedgewitch stepped back to survey her handiwork as she answered. “They pop up on the hilltop every poison season, without fail. The other hill hedgefolk and I have managed to keep them from spreading far enough to poison our crops and water supply, but each year it gets harder. I always take a bit to study.”

Her casual placement of the mushrooms—directly in the middle of her crowded table—denoted an unusual lack of fear of the malevolent fungi, which surprised me, given the anxiety that had radiated from her during our short acquaintance. I’d always heard that spotting the little yellow mushrooms caused such alarm that the vicinity was immediately evacuated, the ground thoroughly burned, and the ashes carefully scraped up and dumped into the sea.

Seeming to sense the direction of my thoughts, Estrid continued, “The mushrooms are undoubtedly poisonous, but it’s all the burning that gets the smoke into the air and peoples’ lungs. The smoke is far more potent than the mushrooms themselves. Even the water supply would stand a chance if we could manage to stop the growth without burning. Once they light the fires and burn the ground, sometimes keeping the fires lit for an excessive three days, the water is as good as useless and too many people as good as dead.”

“But how else to stop the spread? Once it shows up, it moves fast, doesn’t it?”

“Scrying Hill,” she began as she proceeded to apply more hair paste, “has remained relatively healthy during the poison seasons because they listen to their hedgewitches and let us try our methods. None of our attempts have been without setback so far—the mushrooms adapt, and we have to try something new every other year or so. But we rarely use fire until we’ve dulled the poison with ice poultices and soakings, and never use merely common fires. It’s a big job, but the water’s still clean. From what I understand, we are unique in that sense. Most places won’t give a hedgewitch the benefit of knowing anything more than how to brew a supposed love potion or wrinkle smoother.”

With an ironic quirk of her eyebrows, Estrid put a finishing dab on mine. “You’ll want to stay indoors today while this dye sets, but you can help me rearrange the Lower to make a space for you, and tomorrow we’ll gather heather for your bed.”

The rest of the day was spent in the “Lower,” as Estrid very simply referred to the belowground level of her home, the main level being conversely called the “Upper.” The walls transitioned from wood paneling to warm, speckled stone about halfway down the wooden stairs, and the floor of the Lower was of some kind of piebald stone as well, not polished, but worn smooth. The stairs led to a short, narrow passageway before opening into a wide, central room with a high ceiling. Its stone floor was covered in furs and woven mats. There was a long fireplace on the far wall, with three pots hanging over it; two long, wooden worktables, just as cluttered as the one in the Upper; and thick, woven wall hangings. These were sensibly designed to ward off chill, although there was a gentle beauty in the simple woven patterns. Hollowed cavities cradled fragrant candles high in the walls, and below them, the room was lined with tightly fitted shelves, which contained an overwhelming variety of books, implements, bottles, jars, neatly folded stacks of textiles, and baskets full of curiosities. There was one wooden chair pulled up to a loom, and another, cozier armchair set close to the fireplace. The room smelled of beeswax and the loamy, not unpleasant, scent of earth.

Estrid intended to make a private space for me in one of the storerooms that branched off of the main room, so I spent the afternoon obediently following her lead and instruction. We hauled sacks of grain and barrels of root vegetables until we managed to clear about half of the room for me. Estrid set about making that side of the room as comfortable as she could, bringing pillows, quilts, wall hangings, and rugs from the Upper, as well as a little table and basin. She muttered all the while that I would never be as comfortable with her as I was accustomed, but I was touched and flustered by her efforts. By all appearances, she led an extremely private life, and my presence was thoroughly upending it, but her exertions to make me comfortable in her home were by no means small.

We rinsed the paste out of my hair, and after toweling and brushing the moisture out, I inspected myself in the mirror in Estrid’s room. While Estrid was troubled to find that there were still copper sheens where the light struck it, I thought the deep brown rendered me nearly unrecognizable. I was simultaneously unnerved and thrilled by the disguise. My eyes looked larger to me, starkly blue without the violent red of my natural hair to pull focus.

I still had my smattering of tiny orange freckles across my nose. “Any hedgewitch worth her salt can remove those, at least temporarily,” Estrid said pertly and handed me a bottle full of a cloudy, sharp-smelling liquid to rub into my skin. “I also can mix a hair tonic to straighten those curls if you like, but it will take me a few days.”

We passed the evening in a near silence that was almost companionable, but for the many unanswered questions between us. Estrid made a parsnip and onion stew, rich with cream and herbs, and a pinch of lacepin in hers, “to help me sleep,” she informed me. After we ate, she checked the locks again for the fifth time, then bid me goodnight.

I lay that night on the same nest of flour sacks and spare bedding that I’d slept on the night before, though now piled higher with more blankets and pillows, and listened to the snap of the fire dying in the outer room. I found it harder to get comfortable on the makeshift bed when I was not so tired. I sat up repeatedly, swaddling quilts around me and patting the lumpy sacks, trying to coax them into a more compatible shape for my body. The questions in my mind fully clamored now that I was alone in the darkness.

I would ask tomorrow. Surely, one day of not pestering her about my magic and family was more than enough to—

“You can’t sleep either, Princess?”

I gasped sharply and sat bolt upright. I had almost managed to convince myself that hearing Corin’s voice the previous evening had been a product of my wildly exhausted brain.

“Where are you?” came his voice again.

My breath caught tightly in my chest, and I took a moment to let the panic binding my lungs to ease a bit. Exhaling slowly, I closed my eyes and reached, tentatively, toward the voice, holding the speaker’s face in my mind.

“Corin?”

“In the flesh,” came the immediate response. “Well. Not exactly. But yes, it’s me.”

“What is going on?” I shot the words through my mind toward his voice.

“Ow, watch it. That’s exactly what I’d like to know, Highness. What have you done to me?” The voice was irritated, and a little breathless, as if pained.

“What do you mean? You’re doing this.” But I knew what he meant. I didn’t know how he was reaching me, but I had done something to him and was avoiding that fact because I was a coward. I didn’t want to know what damage I had caused.

“Last I saw you, you were on death’s door. Then you woke up and touched me, and well, then I was on death’s door, and you were long gone.”

I could feel my face flush. I had hurt him when I’d stolen his strength. I’d known it, but I’d left him lying on the forest floor anyway.

“Are you all right?”

“Well, I certainly wouldn’t say th—”

His answer cut off sharply. “Corin?” I pushed nervously, then again, harder. “Corin?”

No answer came.

I lay anxiously on my lumpy pallet for hours, my discomfort barely registering, waiting for the voice to return. He hadn’t sounded as if he were so unwell that he was about to die . . . but how accurately can one’s voice relay such nuance when it’s being mentally projected? I tried once or twice to connect with him again, but the voice was gone. Finally, I fell into a tense sleep, carried fitfully on dreams of angry voices in my head until dawn.
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Pity a Dark Mind

CORIN

He wasn’t sure how he’d done it, or how to do it again. Moments would occur when he could sense her so vividly, he could almost smell her honeybloom soap. It was like the dance that they’d shared when he first came to Felaurum, having a private conversation in a roomful of people. Only, he hadn’t known her then. Then, he’d felt nothing but disdain for what he perceived as the weak-minded, undeserving heir to the throne. Now, he felt a concerning sense of responsibility for her safety, a frustrating curiosity . . . and a more-than-mild irritation that she’d weakened him so aggressively, using some strange power he couldn’t understand.

He was almost healed to three-quarters his full strength, having spent one more day and night resting at the inn under the supervision of Falon. On his third day waking at The Sow and the Stone, the nausea had subsided, and Falon called for breakfast to be brought in. The combination of food, rest, and the bracing sea breeze floating in the window were enough to get Corin readily to his feet. Although swaying and a bit dizzy yet, he insisted they could head back to the city.

He rode on a mare Falon had procured, and at the end of the journey, when his friend commented that Corin was looking a bit green, he did not argue with the suggestion that he go straight to the barracks.

He slept heavily throughout the day, heedless of the quiet activity of the men around him. The now-familiar sounds of leather being oiled, boots laced, swords polished, and tired soldiers eating and playing cards lulled him into the most natural, comfortable sleep he’d experienced since waking in the wet forest a handful of blurry days ago.

All was quiet a few hours after dark, but something woke him. He sat up slowly and took a long drink from the tankard of water beside his bed. Moonlight and a dusty breeze shafted through an open window. He swung his feet gingerly over the edge of the bed and let the chill of the wood seep into his bare skin.

In a flash of certainty, he sensed her again—Seren. So close she could be sitting next to him. On the ride from Harrowdam, he’d sensed her as if they were sitting next to each other by a crackling fire—but he’d pushed it away, intent on not falling from his mount. But here she was again, and he felt as true as a steel blade that he could speak to her.

Rising to his feet, he reached out with his mind. There were no flashes from his physical senses this time. But her reply was more shocking than it had been the night before. When she asked him what was going on—as if he knew—Corin felt almost the physical force of a blow.

But hearing her voice in his head enthralled him in a way he could not explain. The impossibility of it spoke of some kind of power that was both startling and intriguing. Barefoot, he walked quietly to the door and stepped out into the cool night, holding her voice in his head.

“Are you all right?” Her voice was smaller now. Worried.

He descended the wooden stairs and stepped into the grass, anxious to be alone as he spoke to her, to keep the connection.

He grinned slightly as he started to respond that he wasn’t exactly at the top of his form, but at least he hadn’t fulfilled his innkeeper’s pessimistic fears. “Well, I certainly wouldn’t say th—”

“You there!”

A voice, ringing violently, cut through Corin’s concentration. Someone was coming—no, bounding toward him out of the darkness. His reaction was slow, likely due to his fatigued state, but he was saved from being bowled over at the last moment when the oncoming figure suddenly tripped and sprawled at his feet.

Corin took a step back, but then leaned forward uncertainly. “Er, hello? Are you all right?” A man with mussed hair and wearing a long, white nightgown was clumsily struggling to his feet. The man tripped over the trailing gown and fell to his knees again.

“No, I’m blasted well not all right.” The voice snarled, slurred and gravelly. “Insubordination, treason, sleep potions, and constant yammering till I can’t wait to down another nasty brew and make it stop.” He finally got to his feet and straightened to his full height, lifting a haughty brow. “Have you seen her? I saw movement on the lawn, I thought—the girl . . .”

Corin quickly dropped to one knee on the damp earth. “Your Majesty! I’m—I’m so sorry, sire, I did not realize who you were.”

“What?” King Ormand said sharply. Although he looked down toward Corin, his eyes didn’t focus.

Corin rose and made a slow bow. “Sire, if I may, I think I should escort you back to the palace.”

A shout came from across the courtyard. “Out here!” Four guards marched briskly toward them. To Corin’s embarrassment, the king suddenly cowered, hunching over and holding his arms up.

“I’m sorry!” he whined, in a voice almost unrecognizable to the one he’d just used with Corin. Then he grasped the front of Corin’s shirt. “My girl—is she here? Is she alive?”

“I—”

“There you are, sire! Had us worried, Your Majesty!” came the breathless voice of the first guard to reach them. He was one of the king’s personal guards, a senior officer. He frowned at Corin. “What are you doing with him?”

“I stepped out of the barracks for some air. He came rushing out not two minutes ago.”

“Let’s get you to bed, Your Majesty,” the guard said heartily to the king, gently taking the dazed man’s elbow. “The lords will have a full report on Her Highness’ status first thing in the morning, and you’ll want to be rested.”

“Who? Ah. Of course,” the king muttered, his glance sliding across Corin’s face, then down to his feet. He allowed himself to be led away, as docile as a child. One of the four guards hung back, scrutinizing Corin.

“Are you Sir Corin—the one who came in from Harrowdam today?”

“I am,” Corin answered, attempting to exude an easy confidence rather than the inexplicable twang of nerves that he was experiencing instead.

“Go get your boots on. Lord Roth will want to see you at once,” the man said sharply. He immediately turned and followed his fellow guards and the king up to the palace.

Ten minutes later, Corin was fully dressed and standing outside the door of Lord Roth’s study. Roth’s personal guard had told Corin to wait in the corridor until summoned. It seemed a bit formal, seeing as the lord had demanded his presence in the middle of the night. But Corin compressed the rising agitation that struck against his temper like a flint, his exhaustion the kindling.

After a moment, the guard returned and indicated that Corin should pass through, into Roth’s study. The room was dark but for a yellow circle of light from the candelabra that stood atop the desk, behind which Lord Roth sat, wrapped in a dressing gown. He looked older and more tired than Corin had ever seen him. It was chilly, and no fire burned in the grate.

“Forgive the hour, Sir Corin. You were not sleeping, I hope?”

“I wasn’t,” he responded shortly.

Lord Roth nodded, as if relieved.

“To what do I owe the honor?” Corin asked, working to keep the dryness from his tone.

“Come, please sit,” Roth responded, his expression apologetic.

Corin approached and pulled out the wooden chair that stood at the end of the desk, feeling uncomfortably like a schoolboy.

“You need not fear that you’ve been summoned to face repercussions for the princess’ disappearance. A word from me, and the king’s wrath turned from you and your comrade. It was quite evident that you were both victims, not co-conspirators.”

Corin nodded his thanks, too tired to display the gratitude that was likely deserved.

“I heard that you’ve been unwell these past few days. Are you feeling fit now?” Lord Roth asked, leaning forward and adjusting the position of the ornate candelabra.

“Yes, my lord.”

“Good. Good. Well. What I have to say is of a . . . well, as you can likely imagine, a sensitive nature.” He clasped then unclasped his hands, pressing his fingers into the joints as if to relieve an ache. “His Majesty is, as you’re well aware, fading fast. There is little left of him that resembles the man he once was. Not only has the health of his mind deteriorated, but the physical as well. His physician gives him a month, maybe less, before he succumbs to the weakness that plagues him. We are unsure if the poisoned air is to blame, or his broken mind, preventing his body from functioning properly. But whatever the case may be, it seems clear that we will shortly lose His Royal Majesty.”

Corin’s attitude toward King Ormand and the line of Jerrik had been churlish at best. But now, with the unadorned truth laid starkly before him, he felt profoundly sorry to see a man’s story end so pathetically. Did the line deserve to flicker meekly out of succession? Undoubtedly. But it was hard to watch, nevertheless.

Roth seemed to understand what Corin was feeling. He smiled sadly. “Yes. You know my thoughts—I’d been seeking a way to end the man’s reign long before his illness grew so serious. His line never should have succeeded at all, let alone for ten generations, and so many incapacitated with madness. But I wouldn’t wish such an end upon him. A recipient of the reckoning that should have gone to his forefathers.”

Corin thought this a bit generous, seeing as Ormand had been a terrible ruler long before his mental incapacity caught up with him, but he agreed with the spirit of Roth’s words. He inclined his head solemnly.

“But, here we are, and I have something I need to discuss with you.” Lord Roth held his folded hands to his chin and looked bleakly over them.

“Unless this is about Noveris, I’m afraid we have nothing to discuss,” Corin said curtly. The words were unplanned, but they felt true. He wanted to wash his hands of empty, useless schemes. A pang struck him as the voices of his family whispered past him like ghosts. He wanted, desperately, to go home.

Lord Roth nodded gravely, setting his folded hands upon the desk. “I apologize deeply for how I have let you down on that score,” he said. “Doubtless, your communication from home shows a more complete picture than mine, but last I heard, the island was none the worse for the opening of the ports?”

The fuse lit, and the words exploded out of him. “They never should have been opened! While I’ve had no reports of contamination, yet,” Corin stressed, “Noveris still sits vulnerable!”

Lord Roth nodded again. “You are certainly in the right.”

“You’ve no further news of Noveris—the ports will not be closed?” Corin rose to his feet.

“I admit the matter has not been discussed again, no. But I will make every attempt at the next privy council meeting, you have my word.”

Corin pushed away from the desk in disgust. “Then I am of better use to them there. I am leaving Felaurum.”

“I beg you to remain, Sir Corin, and let me rebuild your faith in me.” Lord Roth remained calm, yet the quiet authority in his voice held a pleading note. “If I have not secured the ports by next week, you of course should go, never to step foot on our shores again if it suits you. But please consider, you could save more than Noveris if you see this through.”

“Yes, so you said before.” Corin did not move to the door, but he did not take his seat again either.

Lord Roth slowly rose to his feet. “I owe you an apology for losing sight of my own design. I firmly believe that you are the rightful heir to the throne of Stelauris—a direct descendant of Sidra, with Teravere blood on your father’s side. None who recognized the line could contest your legitimacy—and yet, I played the game too safely. Due to my reluctance to show my hand and reveal the ascendant I had in mind, I failed to drum up the support I thought that I could gain from the lords and influential nobles when I broached the subject of a replacement.” He knit his brow.

“My careful approach seemed to do no more than place shimmering thoughts of regencies and puppet princes in the minds of my peers. They each looked at the king’s preposterous scheme for the princess as an opportunity for personal gain. We no longer work as a council, but as a polite band of enemies, each man clearly with his own stratagems in mind.” He massaged his forehead. “I began to fear their ambition and pulled the reins on my intention to present you.”

“And now?” Corin asked.

“Now, the only known heir has vanished, and the king’s condition is deteriorating rapidly. Everything is uncertain.” He sat down again, seemingly exhausted.

Corin eyed him. “So, what’s the problem? You all wanted them out of your way, and the job is very nearly complete.”

Lord Roth responded with sternness in his light grey eyes. “So it would seem. The poor girl is likely dead now, or as good as.”

A cold stone dropped in Corin’s stomach, even though he knew that Roth was wrong.

“However, she is the princess, and as Their Majesties still have, at the very least, pockets of supporters, it is vital that we discover what became of her and retrieve her, dead or alive, if possible. In the meantime, our kingdom is very nearly upended and kingless—we must move forward.”

Corin made sure he smoothed his expression of all possible evidence that he knew anything about Seren’s current condition.

Lord Roth continued, “We have patrols in every village and wood between here and South Solis. We won’t stop searching until we find her. In the meantime, I believe it is clear that you should come forth as a Teravere.”

“What?” Startled, Corin stepped forward involuntarily. “It means nothing. I’ve told you this. If you wish for me to make a bid for the throne, I am ready to do so, as an heir of Queen Sidra.”

“But that may not be enough. The other lords have their hearts set on a certain selection process, to take place immediately following the passing of His Majesty. I’ve broached the subject of alternative legitimate lines, and they’ve waved me away like so much dunderfluff. But the Teravere . . . now, that would get their attention.”

“The name means nothing. The Teravere have been nothing since long before I was born.” Corin found he needed to sit again. Fatigue was making the candlelight blur before his eyes.

“It is not nothing to belong to a line of sorcerers who held all of Stelauris in their grip of protection for generation upon generation,” Roth said.

“Perhaps, in theory. But their power died out as soon as Sidra was exiled and they withheld their protection. There has been no power in the line ever since that time.”

“The name itself will hold weight, but I believe there is still a way to tap into the power in your blood, Sir Corin.” His eyes, now brighter, watched Corin intently. “You are tired tonight. There is no need to discuss it further at present. Just answer me this: will you humor me with regular meetings, to explore the possibilities before us? If”—he raised a hand to forestall any objections—“if my suspicions are correct, then your chance of success is high. The line of Queen Sidra has been passed over before and can easily be passed over again. But tales of the protective power of the Teravere captivate many minds still, and if you could demonstrate a modicum of the power that may be hidden in your blood, then your way would be clear.”

Inexplicably, the memory of Seren’s voice rose in Corin’s mind. It seemed ridiculous—impossible—and yet . . .

“I will close the ports for you, Sir Corin,” Lord Roth promised. “If I do not, then I’m not worthy of your patience.”

Corin stood once more, a spark of mixed curiosity, excitement, and loyalty to his father’s memory stirring in him. “If you do that, then I am at your service, Lord Roth.” Corin made a small bow, not missing the relieved expression on Lord Roth’s face. “Until tomorrow night.”
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Straw Into Gold

SEREN

I passed a restless night, unable to get the echoes of Corin’s voice out of my head. If he could somehow reach out to me, did he know where I was? Would he use the knowledge to lead the king’s men straight to me? I trudged around a prickly gorse, heavy with green berries, as I followed Estrid up the hillside to gather heather. If Corin could use this connection between us to find me, then what could I do to stop him?

The morning was crisp and clear, the colors vibrant even as the season grew cooler. The sunshine touched lightly on the purple tops of the heather in the valley as we crested the hill. Tower-raised, I’d never seen anything like it.

Estrid had insisted that I wear my cloak even though my hair was now dark, and I itched beneath its weight. I’d wanted to know why we’d bothered to dye my hair if I couldn’t be free of the heavy, stinking furs, but held my tongue.

She handed me a sack, then shook out her own.

“Fill it as full as you can. It will make a good batting for your bed. A little extra wouldn’t hurt either, my mattress is due for fresh stuffing as well. Watch out for rabbit holes, they’ll break your ankles.”

We worked in silence, cutting away the plants with short-bladed knives and stuffing them into the sacks. In spite of my hot mantle, the clean air and vigorous work was a miracle cure for my spirits. The worries of my mother’s illness and my fate in Felaurum had lain on me heavily, pressing me further and further into darkness, but a lightening had begun since Estrid offered to let me stay with her. My magic had been noticeably refueling as the hours passed, and it buzzed gently against my fingertips, teasing me to find something to do with it. I determined to take advantage of the refreshing change of scenery and try my luck getting Estrid to talk about more than the task at hand. I yearned for some hint that her abilities and expertise were what my mother remembered. But as I twisted and cut at the thick, shrubby stalks that clouded over the hillside, and Estrid drifted away from me, vigilantly scanning the terrain and lost in her own thoughts, I fought with my overwrought brain to find the right words to say to her. Nothing felt right on my tongue, and the words in my mind sounded plaintive—a child who appeared unexpectedly at her door and demanded answers and training, as well as shelter and protection.

I knotted my bulging sack of heather and approached to tell her I’d finished. She was crouched on the ground, her own sack tied and settled complacently beside her.

“Estrid?”

Glancing up at me, she pointed down at what she was examining. I recoiled.

“Are there more around here? Is our heather tainted?” I asked, scanning the ground anxiously, as if the little yellow mushroom that Estrid found had brought friends.

Estrid sighed and pulled a very small leather pouch out of her pocket. “They’re easy to spot, and I kept my eyes open, but we’ll thoroughly check the heather over when we lay it out for drying. If a trace of one ends up in our batting, its spores would infect the heather and kill us as surely as air poisoning.”

I knelt next to Estrid and warily examined the mushroom, which looked very innocent with its jaunty yellow cap set over a smooth ivory body. Holding her pouch over the mushroom, Estrid trickled a small amount of a fine, black powder over the top of it and in a tight circle on the earth around it.

“What is that?” I asked, whispering, although I didn’t know why.

“Ash of a Salt Serpent’s skin,” she answered, not whispering. “Lean back.” She then produced a tinderbox and struck a spark onto the powder that surrounded the mushroom. Instantly, the little mound of ash and the mushroom lit up in a fast, compact, blue blaze of fire. Then as quickly as it had ignited it was gone, along with the mushroom. The small patch of earth was scorched, and no smoke lingered.

“I don’t like having to do that,” Estrid said irritably. “It’s the fastest way to stop one in its tracks without polluting the air, but that bit of earth will be dead and useless forever now. Still. We can’t have them infecting the scrying pool.”

Gazing at the scorched circle for a long moment, she shook her head suddenly, then whispered, “Better twice, only twice,” and repeated the process to the small patch of earth all over again.

She stood and tucked the little bundle into her pocket. Her mouth was a grim line as she scanned the surrounding area. “We usually don’t see as much up here as we have this season, and its late in the year for them to still be sprouting. More deaths in Stelauris this poison season than any other.” She looked at me then, her expression unexpectedly sharp.

I took a deep breath, determined to speak before I lost my nerve. The thought of the poison had me feeling all loose and jangly inside. “I wanted to ask you about my mother—if you know of any way we can make contact with the hedgewitch she is staying with. Her name is Hedy, and she lives in Felaurum.” I said all of this as quickly as I could. “Also . . . I know you said that it rarely affects the people of Scrying Hill, but you seem to have some experience with the poison . . . and have been doing research, and I wondered if you thought that maybe, between the two of us—”

Estrid held up a hand. “One thing at a time. We’re on our way to check on your mother right now. It’s our next stop.”

I stared at her. “But . . . I’ve told you that she is in Felaurum.”

“We aren’t going to her. We’re going to check in on her. I already arranged it with Hedy, but we’ll be late if we don’t get walking. Fetch your sack.” She began marching down the hill in a purposeful fashion.

I followed, thoroughly bewildered.

As we crested the top of another hill, the air grew fragrant with a verdant, quenching scent. A lazy, asymmetrical pool spilled out over the valley below, nearly filling it. Two opposite sides were pebbled with dark stones, and the other edges were grown over with rushes. Estrid picked her way cautiously down the hill, with me trying not to step on her heels, and led me to the edge.

“Oh good, good. I was worried some of the others would be here today,” she said, shading her eyes and peering around before stepping delicately over the stones on the water’s edge. When she reached a large, flat rock that jutted out over the water, she stepped onto it, then turned and faced me, reminding me strongly of my comportment mistress. I set my sack down and waited.

“This is the pool you mentioned before?”

“Yes. I’m assuming you know what it is?” She folded her hands together primly.

“The scrying pool?”

“Of course! This is the best one, which is why other hedgewitches like to hog it all day long—not that any of them really know how to use it properly.” She glanced crossly around her, as if one of these incompetent witches were about to float up and contradict her.

“Oh,” I said blankly. I had no idea what the pool was, or how it would help us speak with my mother.

“You don’t know what a scrying pool is, do you?” she asked.

I shook my head.

“Ah. Well, that’s odd, because we’re known for it. Scrying Hill? Most of the hedgewitches around here are quite successful because they abuse it for the sake of a few coin and tell people all sorts of nonsense.” At my obvious and growing confusion, she stepped off of the rock and stood a little closer.

“In spite of being miles inland, this pool is salt. It’s unknown fathoms deep at its center, so watch your step,” she emphasized fervently. “It has the ability to show us things that are happening elsewhere. Out of this village, or, supposedly, inside our neighbors’ homes—which is, by the way, the most popular sort of information for most people around here. Or it would be, if they didn’t risk running out of coin trying to find out every week.”

“You can see things that are happening? Anywhere?” I asked in awe. “What about things that have already happened?”

“The pool has the necessary properties to show a suitably skillful hedgewitch many things—inside of present time and otherwise—but it isn’t easy, and the pool can be finicky. Its performance sometimes depends on the weather, its own willful purposes, and on the talent or birth of the witch trying to scry. I don’t use it often these days, as I have little need and refuse to humor my neighbors’ thirst for gossip. When I do use it, it is to contact someone who lives elsewhere. If your mother had the ability or means to scry, we would have been in communication . . . but I lost contact when Meline died.” She cleared her throat.

“When I tried to use the pool about five days ago, it showed me you instead of the friend I was trying to contact. This can happen—seeing the wrong person or place. Scrying is very difficult!”

“You saw me?” I asked, taken aback.

“Yes. I saw you—and for a moment, I thought I was seeing Danika. You were alone, in the palace, I assume. You looked—very frightened. Then the pool did something it’s known for, but not prone to. It gave me answers I had been longing to see . . . for a very long time.” Her voice grew almost reverent. “I didn’t know until that moment that your mother had survived, you see. I knew that Meline was dead—that had become painfully clear when all contact ended and her enchantments at home withered. But when the queen’s death was announced when you were a baby, I thought I’d lost both my cousins—my sisters.” She clenched her hands together tighter. “The pool showed me you, and then it showed me bits of your past. Meline using the last of her power to switch places with your mother—Meline’s death, under the guise of Danika. It was—it was—”

She took several long, shuddering breaths, then closed her eyes and whispered her lock-counting chant: “one, two, three, four, five,” in quick repetition, tapping one finger atop the others. I watched in concern, but she finally stopped, took one more deep, slow breath, and opened her eyes. Tears filled them behind her small glasses and trickled down her face.

“Here I am. Anyway. I saw bits of your childhood—and your magic growing, as well. Your mother attempting to keep it in check.” A dimple appeared in one of Estrid’s cheeks. She cleared her throat. “Then I saw your mother fall ill. The pool led me to Hedy, and I have been in contact with her ever since.”

“So, we . . . we can talk to my mother here? Truly?” I asked.

“Well, most likely not.”

I blinked.

“We can speak with Hedy. She keeps your mother in a sleep for now while the poison clears.”

“Is it clearing?” I asked anxiously, my eyes roving over the perfectly ordinary-looking pond of dark water.

“If Hedy took my advice as she claims, and if she is being forthright, then yes, it is slowly but surely leaving Danika’s body. Her chances are better, however, if she remains asleep throughout the process. It allows her body to focus on the remedy.”

I watched her pale face as she spoke, suddenly and thoroughly overwhelmed with gratitude. Unable to help myself, I flung my arms around her. She noticeably cringed for a moment, then gave my back a perfunctory pat.

“Don’t thank me yet,” she muttered and straightened her spectacles.

Heady relief seemed to wash away all of the uncertainty I’d previously felt in Estrid’s presence.

Following her lead, I stepped gingerly out onto the slick rock and lowered myself to my knees in the narrow space. I was careful not to jostle Estrid and make her lose her balance. It seemed unlikely to happen, however, as she perched at the end as nimbly as a cat—and looked as curious as one as she peered into the pool.

The wind pushed graceful ripples across its water and rustled musically through the rushes, tangling my newly darkened hair around my face. I pushed it back as I leaned over the water.

Estrid reached down and gently touched a fingertip to the surface of the water, causing small circles to furrow away from her touch. Holding her finger there, she closed her eyes and murmured something under her breath.

Suddenly, a shrill, muffled voice erupted from the water, startling me so severely that I almost tipped forward.

“. . . and my time’s as important as anyone else’s—” came the warbled but unmistakable squawk of Hedy. A misshapen, wavering face replaced our own reflections in the water. It was difficult to make out the features and expression, but a dark, heavy brow and a mess of grey hair were easily discernible.

Estrid lifted her hand from the water and flicked the drops from her fingers. “Hedy? It’s Estrid. I’m sorry for the delay.” She smoothly cut into Hedy’s tirade, raising the treble and volume of her voice. She said aside to me, “Communication is clearer at a higher pitch.”

“It’s about time. I hate to waste my scrying waters, and I was afraid you wouldn’t show,” Hedy retorted shrilly.

Estrid became businesslike. “If you recall, I said that I will restore your supply amply, and my word is good. How is your patient this morning?”

Hedy made a sound that might have been an exaggerated sniff. “Well. She’s made some progress. The linenseed draught works slowly but surely, and my comatic powders are keeping her comfortable.”

“Asleep, still?” Estrid inquired.

“Naturally,” Hedy huffed.

“Her sleep is natural, or it is natural that you would be keeping her asleep?”

“The second one.”

Estrid allowed a brief pause. “May we see her?”

There was no response for a long moment. Estrid spoke to me in an undertone. “If I’m not mistaken, she uses a scrying mirror. Scrying waters outside their pool of origin are generally weak but might be a necessary addition if the mirror is old and won’t—”

The blurry image of a pale face and a cloud of brown hair flickered on the surface of the water. Estrid’s words seemed to catch in her throat, and unexpectedly, a lump came into mine. I wanted to say something, but no words could get through. The image faded.

“. . . blasted street patrol pounded on my door twice yesterday. I even let them sniff around a bit, but she weren’t close to looking like what they were searching for.” A garbled cackle burst from the pool. “My hair colors are convincing. That’s why noble ladies love me. But I’d better have some peace soon, or my trade will suffer.”

Estrid deftly cut the conversation short before Hedy could warm to her rant and concluded the interaction as blandly as if she were putting in an order with a grocer. Still, her hands were gripping the stone slab tightly. After more assurances that my mother was being well-looked after, the witches arranged to speak again in three days’ time.

When the water showed nothing but blue sky and our own faces peering back at us, Estrid sat back on her heels and removed her spectacles, rubbing her hand against her eyes.

“She’ll look after her,” she assured me. “Hedy may be a sour old cat, but she knows who to keep happy.” She shot me a sly glance. “While there’s a certain loyalty among hedgewitches, I do know a good deal about some of the less legal aspects of her business. So she’ll give her best.” She replaced her spectacles with careful precision, then blinked over at me. “Now. Shall we see how you do?”

My stomach flipped. “But whom shall I . . .” To my chagrin, Corin’s face rose before me, and I pushed it aside, worried that if he was centered in my mind then I would somehow accidentally contact him.

“No one. The pool doesn’t have to be for communicating with or checking in on a specific person. It has shown many people many things. Given that you are star-blessed and your powers were enough to create that spell vessel, I am very curious to see what will happen when your power meets the pool.”

“There’s really not that much,” I protested, my gaze sliding away from hers.

“Did you heal yourself?” She nodded down at my leg, where my skirt had ridden up slightly while I perched on the rock. A thin, shiny, pink scar puckered across my calf. “You mentioned that you had to do so. I can see that your leg was recently healed, and a little too quickly. Did you do it?”

I hesitated, then nodded.

“Hedy also told me that you chased away most of the poison in your mother. It is possible,” her tone turned cautious, “that you have more power than you realize, and likely more than this family’s seen for generations. Using the pool may be the quickest and safest way to test your abilities. No one who can sense it will think twice about magic rolling off of the pool, as there are hedgewitches here every day, often in numbers.”

“I haven’t used it much—that is, not while really knowing what I am doing.”

“You’ve used some since arriving at my house, even if you didn’t realize it. It positively leaks out of your pores. I don’t think you’ll be running dry any time soon.” She looked at me. “Do you want to try the pool?”

Before I could gather my thoughts to respond, she continued, “Because, of course, you don’t have to. Perhaps you will choose to keep all of this safely repressed, and in fact, that may well be the safest option—”

“I want to try it,” I interrupted, before she could retract her offer. I took in a deep breath, suddenly terribly afraid of what would happen when I touched the waters.

“All right.” She noted my expression. “You’re quite safe—well, as long as you don’t have a fit and fall in or something. Just clear your mind as well as you’re able, then touch the water. Since you’re not connecting with a person, you’ll need to keep your hand on the water to let the pool work and maintain a link.”

I looked at the water, now shining and still as steel. I slowly reached out and laid my hand upon its chill surface.

“Look straight down,” Estrid instructed.

I looked, and my breath caught.

I saw gold.

I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment, as a wave of dizziness passed over me. I opened them again and looked straight down once more. It was like I was peering into an endless, swirling pit of gold. I felt as if I were being pulled into it. A wave of terror washed over me.

“What is it?” Estrid asked, her voice sounding muffled and distant to my ears.

“It’s—it’s gold.” A tremor rattled through my body. “Why is it showing me that?” I tore my gaze from the water and fixed my eyes on hers.

Estrid nodded. “It’s testing you. What do you feel when you look at the gold?”

“I feel—afraid.”

“If the pool receives your sight and wants to offer you something, it tests you first. It can see into us, and it sometimes chooses to reflect our fears.”

“I’m not afraid of gold,” I protested.

“Perhaps not consciously, as such. You know in your logical mind that gold cannot harm you. But you associate it with something traumatic in your history, whether that thing is something you can remember or not.”

I stared at her. “So what happens now?”

Estrid shrugged, her eyes wide. “I stared into the pool every day for a year before it showed me my fear, and then . . . intermittently for another year before it would show me anything but my fear. I don’t think it does that to everyone . . . but it’s fascinating that you can see anything yet. If you want, it can be enough for today. Perhaps it should be.”

“No,” I said, my heart racing. “I want to try again.”

She studied my face for a moment. “All right. Try again.”

I kept my eyes on her face, my hand still on the surface of the water. I felt foolishly vulnerable, fearful of something I could not explain. An irrational belief swelled through me that if I looked, I would be pulled in. Sweat beaded on my brow.

Estrid spoke softly. “Remember that it can’t hurt you. It is a tool for you to use.”

Her words, her hand on my back, and the rough stone biting into my knees calmed me. I turned my focus back to the pool.

It was a riot, an inferno of gold, blazing into eternity. If I fell in, I would be swallowed up. I would never escape it. My mind seemed to fill with a roar that reached into every corner.

Then the roar became screams, the screams of dying men. The vision before me was not reflected on the water, but playing through my mind. I was blind to all else. I saw faces that I recognized, but just barely. One, a young, pale face, freckled and terrified. Another, older, rough with dark stubble. Others too. They were the city and palace gate sentries.

And the cold, flat eyes of my father.

King Ormand stares into the faces of the assembled guards, a collection of Felaurum Patrol and Golden Guard, standing at stoic attention before the palace steps.

“Which of these men are responsible for letting the princess leave the city?” His voice is cool and soft. But his eyes are vacant, his hair stringy around his gaunt face, and his robes rumpled.

Lord Gifrey stands beside him. “Sire, we don’t know exactly if, or when, the princess, er, left. There were guard changes throughout the day, but these men assembled were all on duty at some point, so if you would like to question—”

A snarl breaks out of the king’s throat, and he charges forward. Seizing a dagger from the belt of the nearest guard, he strikes quickly and attacks three others before the first has even fallen to his knees.

Grunting, the king tears the blade through one more stunned guard as Lord Gifrey scuttles back up the steps and the rest of the assembled men scatter. The king then drops the dagger and turns away.

Gurgling, wretched sounds escape the dying men. Blood trickles in slowing rivulets from their opened throats and seeps into the dust of the palace courtyard.

The faces and blood twisted and melted into the swirling pool. Then, suddenly, it shifted from the blazing, writhing furnace of gold to form a story. Thoughts, words, memories, and images that were not my own crowded into my mind. Danika’s story.

She didn’t mean to show off. He was just so sweet, with his brown eyes glowing with pride. The way he’d slapped his knee and laughed in amazement, straw dust coating the fine hairs of his arms, and then he’d gathered her into one of his crushing, farm-boy hugs. He made her wish she could turn the whole bale of straw into piles of gold, rather than the single, shimmering strand she’d managed with every ounce of concentration. Meline could have done more, but then, she’d always been stronger. Together, they might have done enough for one small dowry, but Gerard hadn’t wanted one. He only wanted her, Danika. Besides, the magic needed to turn a bale of straw into gold would have been deafening for the hedgefolk.
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Gerard wept as if his very soul had torn. Shame shook his large frame. He hadn’t meant to brag. Just to tell his father how wonderful, how talented she was; how unworthy he was of his new bride. Perhaps then, the man would stop sneering every time he spoke of his new daughter-in-law, “the orphaned miller’s brat.” But his father had seized upon that strand of twinkling gold, and before sundown, the whole village had heard of Danika’s little talent. Little, was the word, she’d insisted when she’d found out, near tears. But even so, it was meant to be kept quiet. She had been told never to boast of her blessing, she said. She took it hard. But it was Gerard’s tears that fell hot and furious when the Guard showed up within the week and took her away.
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His screams had echoed after Danika in the night.

Dead, now. He was dead, all because she couldn’t help but try to impress him. Her lovely, passionate young husband with calloused hands and a smile that lit and crinkled his eyes. He’d been so pleased when she’d told him her news. It was early days yet, but she knew. He learned of the babe—that living spark inside of her—the day before they took her away. And then the mad, greedy king had ordered Gerard killed quietly. Snuffing out his life as if it was nothing—like crushing a firefly. Painting it as an accident, or a suicide. But Danika knew. He would never have rested until he’d fought every Golden Guard to bring her . . . and their little one inside of her . . . back to their farm behind the mill.

She thought she would rather die than obey the king. She intended to. Then she thought of the babe—perhaps the child would have Gerard’s eyes or his infectious laugh. And suddenly she knew, she would do anything for that babe to live. Even agree to give her away.

[image: * * *]

The voice of the imp in the darkness was inside-upside-wrong in every way. Still, it soothed her. Telling her that she wasn’t alone. Showing her how to use her own powers combined with the light of the tiny star-blessing within her. It wasn’t easy, she was so weak and grief maddened. But the voice helped her, even pushed her through. Among the three of them, they made the gold.

Cascading, shimmering, rooms full of gold.

And then Danika was queen, and she could hardly bear it. But Meline came; her sister would not leave her to endure alone. She gave up her entire life, her future, just to be near her and try to pull her out of the dark well. To force some light inside. Meline.

Then, nothing, nothing mattered but her daughter and her sister. Seren and Meline. Seren and Meline saved her from the darkness that thickly webbed her mind.
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The voice returned. It wanted, demanded Seren. It repulsed Danika.

Thank the stars and their Maker, no foolish game of that nameless creature’s devising could stand against Meline. It was so quiet, when it happened, a whisper, a gasp of pain. Only the haunted flicker in Meline’s eyes told Danika what the banishing had cost her.

Then, she was gone too. She bound Seren and Danika with every ounce of protection she could offer, then her own life shuddered out. Meline.
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Death of a Princess

SEREN

I fell against the stone, gasping and staring at the pool. It innocently reflected the clear sky. Gentle hands pulled at me, turning me over. Then Estrid’s white face loomed over me anxiously.

“You went rigid. Look at your hand.” Estrid’s voice was tense. I glanced down and saw that the nails of the hand I’d braced against the stone were bloody and ragged. “You dug your fingertips into the rock. Can you sit up?”

I slowly raised myself to a sitting position, my head spinning a bit. Estrid crouched next to me, watching me. She kept shaking her head. “It was too much—I’m so stupid—I shouldn’t have had you scry yet.”

“No, I feel fine. It was—it was just . . .” My voice would only come out in a cracked whisper, and I was surprised to find that I had tears running down my cheeks.

Estrid studied me with the air of a concerned physician.

“I had no idea you’d interact that strongly with the pool.” She drew back each of my eyelids and checked my pupils.

“Guards were killed because of me,” I choked. Their white faces would never leave me, I knew with certainty. “And I saw my—” I could barely speak. “My real father.”

Estrid sat very still next to me while I broke down, sobbing.

“You didn’t know who he was, did you?” she said quietly.

I shook my head. “Why didn’t she tell me?” I whispered when I had enough breath.

“I assume to protect you,” Estrid said, her gaze brooding over the water. “I imagine she would have told you in due course.”

He’d had brown eyes, but in him, I’d recognized my hands, my cheek dimple, my nose. He looked so kind. The tears continued to leak. “She was married to him and pregnant with me when the king found out she had a talent he wanted.”

“Yes.” Estrid’s eyes were glassy with memory. “Gerard. He loved your mother so sweetly . . . so exuberantly. The kingdom was floundering after generations of greedy, careless kings.” She snorted. “Though, nothing like it is now. And word was that the palace residents were finally feeling the effects, as well. So, the rumor of a young maid with a golden touch was too much for him to resist. Of course, your mother was a skilled hedgewitch in training, but her natural abilities were limited. Her pregnancy with you, combined with the joy of being a newlywed, enhanced what she had, and she managed to transmute a blade of straw into a small strand of gold.”

She paused. “After she was taken, Gerard tried to follow, but he didn’t get far before they murdered him.” Her face hardened. “Meline and I both worked very hard to produce a spell that would gain Meline entry to the king’s court—and when she managed to secure a spot as Danika’s lady-in-waiting, she kept in touch with me, but she never would say how Danika had managed the rooms full of gold that resulted in the king marrying her. I believe she was afraid to speak about it, at least while scrying.”

A cold fear stole over me when I thought of the memory I’d witnessed. “It—it was only a voice. From what I could tell. A dark creature that they somehow managed to banish because it wanted to take me. That part confused me. The spellwork seemed to have weakened Meline.”

Estrid’s lips tightened. “It’s terribly vexing.”

I looked at her in bewilderment. Vexing was not the word I would have chosen. Heartbreaking. Devastating. After seeing my real father—his love for my mother and his terrified anguish when she was taken from him and he thought it was his own fault—I felt as if someone had ripped out my heart, wrung it thoroughly, then replaced it, useless.

“Not to know more,” she clarified. “It might have been any manner of dark thing—oh yes—” she said, cutting a glance at me and preempting my reaction. “There are far too many beasties. Most have been banished in some form or another, but some still slither out and wreak considerable havoc. Take, for example, the mysterious appearance of the poison curse. Absolute havoc. It first appeared nineteen years ago, you know.”

A chill breeze sliced through my clothes and seemed to touch my bones. I said nothing, not wanting to assume that I knew what she meant.

She leaned in and repeated significantly, “Nineteen years ago.”

“Coincidence?” I asked in a small voice.

“I think not.” She leaned back, smug as a cat in the middle of a tea table, satisfied that I’d understood her meaning. “The banishing may not have been as thorough or effective as Meline meant it to be. From what I’ve read, for the darkest sorts of creatures, a banishing requires the revelation of its true name, which can be an insurmountable component. And even then, a good deal of power is needed to enact the working. Meline was stronger than Danika, but still, without help . . .” She shut her eyes briefly and sighed. “I should have helped. I should have been there. And now, we have this curse on our hands that is very likely linked to your birth and the fact that this creature didn’t get what it felt it was due. That makes some of them very nasty.”

“The season always starts near my birthday,” I said in a flat voice.

“Yes,” Estrid said, standing and shaking out her skirts. She held out a hand to help me up. “It does.”
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CORIN

“THE CROWN PRINCESS SEREN IS DEAD. MOURN HER BY CANDLELIGHT AT THE PALACE STEPS. MIDNIGHT.”

The criers were at it from dawn until dusk, three days after Corin’s return to Felaurum. He awoke to voices talking about it in the barracks and was met with the bellowed tidings as soon as he stepped out into the courtyard. Sir Kaius, who had lost three of the palace sentry guards to the king’s raging demands for repercussions after Seren disappeared, was in high dudgeon. He roared orders with an almost manic look in his eye one moment, and was dangerously silent the next. Corin watched the man storming toward the palace, and his stomach churned as the black mourning flags appeared above the ramparts, snapping sharply against the steely sky.

The only effect of the news to bring a small amount of grim satisfaction was the immediate expulsion of the king’s nephews from Felaurum. It seemed not a single soul was willing to tolerate their lawless presence a day longer than was necessary, and Lord Roth had ordered a small squadron to escort the squalid pack of brothers out of the city as soon as the funeral flags were raised.

As Corin, Falon, and Arc had all been without a specific duty since Seren left, they often found themselves on the training ground together until one was assigned a random post. Corin pulled on his leather bracers and laced them as he made his way there, finding the atmosphere subdued. The quiet mood among the men in the barracks had been dark as well, and even sorrowful. Still, he preferred the bleak brotherhood of the Guard to the stuffy air of the palace, quiet as a deathbed and thick with schemes. With barely concealed distaste, Corin had refused Lord Roth’s offers to install him at court. Perhaps a court presence was a necessary part of Roth’s plot to put Corin forward as a contender for the throne when the job opened up, but he couldn’t bring himself to leave the only place in Felaurum where he’d grown comfortable, to nest instead among the vipers.

Corin let the hours slip away on the training yard. As he pounded at a pell with a short sword, a shield firmly in his left grip and held tightly against his body, his interaction with Seren the night he had found her doing that very thing replayed over and over again in his mind. He wondered, as his friend approached, if Arc was thinking about the same incident.

“Do you think they actually found her?” Arc asked in an undertone, handing him a waterskin.

Corin nodded his thanks and took a long drink before answering. “I hope not.”

Arc frowned. “She may be dead. But she may not be. Wish there was some way of knowing the truth, but Gifrey’s patrols aren’t talking.”

Corin handed the waterskin back and watched Arc trudge off the field, the skin slung over his bony shoulder. A whirling sense of foolishness and guilt assailed him. He had a way of knowing—unless he was simply mad—but he had been too uncomfortable to give it a try.

He turned back to the pell and began to beat it again with mechanical strokes, his feet and body leaning into the task by rote. Then he made his decision and acted, before he could lose his nerve.

“Seren?”

He reached out, his stomach in knots. What if she didn’t answer? What if she did?

There was little time to fret over the possibilities. The response was immediate and decisive, as if she had been waiting for his voice. And it was fully Seren.

“Corin?”

His sword missed the pell, and he struck air, stumbling forward. He straightened, almost laughing in relief.

“Where are you?” he asked automatically.

The answer took long in coming. He wiped his arm across his damp forehead and waited, becoming more and more aware of the noisy activity around him.

He handed his weapons to a squire and walked off the field into the wet grass, disheartened that the connection had been lost, or that she simply had no intention of responding. Then, her voice was in his head again, quiet yet clear.

“Why do you think I’d tell you?”

He walked to the pump yard outside the stables, suppressing a smile. “Because you don’t want me to worry?”

He didn’t hear her laughter, but he felt it somehow.

“Well, that’s not a very good reason, and I don’t intend to tell you. So, if that’s why you keep doing . . . this . . . whatever you’re doing, then I suggest you give up.”

He pulled his shirt over his head and slung it over his shoulder before splashing water over himself, scrubbing half-heartedly. “They believe you’re dead, you know.”

Again, the silence was almost long enough that he thought she’d gone.

“Are you going to tell them that I might not be?”

“Are you suggesting that you might be dead? Because having a live princess in my head is bad enough, I’m not sure I can handle a ghost princess haunting my brain.” He pulled his shirt back on, unsure why he was engaging in mental banter when all he’d wanted to do was check and see if she was alive. He felt foolish, but perhaps his relief was simply taking the reins now that he knew she hadn’t died.

“If having someone, dead or alive, in your head is troublesome to you, then you know what not to do, right?”

“Right. I simply wanted to make sure that you weren’t dead. I suppose I feel some responsibility on that front, being your guard and all. We mourn you tonight at midnight. Lord Vasili is sure to have a good cry.” Corin shook the water out of his hair. He was finding it increasingly difficult to maintain his concentration while moving about the busy outer bailey, so he entered the quiet stables, giving the first gelding a good rub along the withers. He could feel the amusement in her voice when she spoke again. But there was something else there, too, an underlying tension.

“I’m sure he will recover. Goodbye, Corin.”

“Wait. Where are you?”

Nothing. He moved to the front of the horse, absentmindedly stroking its silky nose.

“Seren?”

Nothing.

“I won’t tell them you’re alive.”

He left the stables and headed back toward the barracks, feeling like he was walking through a thick sort of silence, muffling all of the sounds of people and animals around him. His evening meeting with Roth would be directly after dinner, but would likely be cut short in order for them to attend the vigil. He hoped he could get his wits back by then.

He paused on the steps. She wasn’t gone—he could no longer sense her as keenly as he could when the connection was first forged, but still, he could tell. He waited a long moment, and then her voice came. Softer than before, and more distant.

“Thank you.”
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Corin entered Roth’s quiet study and let his eyes adjust to the dim light. So far, their nightly meetings had consisted of Roth showing him every document he could find, detailing the lost abilities of the Teravere, and outlining his dubious plans for drawing them out in Corin.

It wasn’t all new to Corin. He had grown up with the lore of his forefathers surrounding him, but also with a generous dose of reality: The power of the Teravere was dead. Even his father, who had been nearly obsessed with the legend of their lineage, usually admitted that the power was unlikely to return to the line. It was the honorable and sacred responsibility to protect Stelauris that had captured his father’s heart and imagination, though he’d struggled to instill the same love of Teravere heritage in his son.

Corin was uncomfortable invoking his Teravere birthright, but he had no better ideas so far. If Roth believed that the path to the throne was impressing the people with his Teravere lineage, rather than his legitimate Queen Sidra claim, he would give it a try.

In moments of self-honesty, he had to own that he was feeling less and less comfortable with his chosen path. But this was hardly the time for qualms. Seren was gone, and whether he was glad of that for her sake or for his own, he wasn’t ready to examine. Perhaps both were true. But someone would need to take the throne when His Majesty passed, and Corin did believe, whether Seren was mad or not, that an heir to Queen Sidra should wear the crown. Her heirs had been denied their birthright in favor of an unfit, illegitimate line for far too long.

“Come, come. Have a seat. Don’t dawdle in the shadows when we’ve less time than usual tonight.” Roth bustled out of some shadowy recess of the room himself and took his seat behind the large desk.

Corin, hiding his reluctance, obediently pulled out his own chair and sat.

“You’ve heard the news, I suppose?” Roth began, his eyes on a bit of softened candle wax that he was fiddling with, shaping between his slender fingers.

“Is it true?” Corin asked bluntly. The trust between Lord Roth and himself was still tenuous, and he found himself genuinely curious how truthful the lord was willing to be with him.

Roth raised his head and gave Corin a long look. His eyes were very tired and shadowed, the pale skin around them sagging. He looked down again. “I wish I knew,” he said finally. “But that, harsh as it may sound, is beyond the point.”

“Whether or not the princess was eaten by wolves or threw herself off a cliff or not is beside the point?”

“Well, yes. It’s certainly not nice to look at it that way, but the rest of the lords are quite insistent that it is time to move on. The king is bedridden, you know. His lungs are failing him, his heart slowing. The others—Lord Chamberlain Gifrey, Lord Vasili, and their own pockets of court supporters . . . they’ve abandoned any former schemes and are ready to make their move in the upcoming struggle.”

“For the throne.”

“Yes. They have all, unfortunately, agreed on a course of action, which will make our path a bit more winding.”

“Naturally.”

“Yes. They, like ourselves, see no reason to commit to the continuation of the line of Jerrik. Which is why all searches for the princess are off.”

“Less than a week since she disappeared.”

“Yes.”

“Don’t they think the public outcry would be substantial? As King Ormand’s sequestered daughter, Seren may not have been particularly beloved . . . but she earned the respect and admiration of the Guard during these past months. Surely there will be some resistance to simply assuming she is dead and moving on?”

“It has been put about that remains have been found,” Roth responded, his voice edged with distaste.

Corin felt a curious dousing of shame, simply for being let in on this sordid detail. Now, he would also be expected to lie. Or at least omit the fact that he knew the truth: that her death was a sham.

“Wouldn’t you like to know what we’re up against now?” Roth tossed the misshapen lump of wax down on the desk, which was cluttered with all of the historical documents they’d been poring over nightly.

“Go ahead.”

“Stelauric tribal law.”

“Go on.”

“They wish to return to our roots. Trial by combat.”

Corin smirked in spite of himself. “Surely, Lord Vasili doesn’t believe he has a chance in a bout of short swords in the arena? Perhaps he means to go even more primitive and strip to naught but his skin and wrestle Gifrey for a shot at the crown?” Corin’s amusement faded, and he leaned forward. “I think,” he said, not hiding the bite in his voice, “that I’m done playing games with you old fools.”

“Sir Corin, I understand your agitation. It is rightly due,” Roth said. “I have not mentioned your claim yet, not wishing to be precipitous. They are very set on their plan and have the agreement of the majority. But we can work with this. And I have other news of interest to you.”

Corin looked at him stonily. “Tell me,” he said.

“I have secured a promise that the ports of Noveris will be allowed to close again within the month.”

Corin stared across the desk. It wasn’t good enough. “Are you aware that I may be five minutes away from cutting my losses and returning home?” He ran a hand through his hair in agitation. “I never wanted to leave in the first place.”

He felt a stab of homesickness, a fleeting thought of life going on at home without him. His sisters racing through the wildplum orchards, laughing together. His friends and comrades running horseback archery drills on the beach. His mother weaving by firelight, singing softly. It only increased his mulish mood. He didn’t know where he belonged. His late father and Lord Roth would both say that Stelauris was his responsibility. He was beginning to think that, in his current state, he had done all that he could for Noveris, whether on its shores or off. But it was home.

“Understandable,” Roth said. He straightened, shedding the aura of gloom that had hung around him since Corin entered. “I will hold the council to its word. Now. The trial by combat will be updated to include less primitive, more chivalrous guidelines. It will take place within the setting, rules, and parameters of a tourney. Er, the lords are split on whether the final bout should be to the death or not.” He moved on quickly. “A melee, a joust, and a hand-to-hand bout. Per historical precedent, it will be open to all, but the herd will be thinned in the first challenge, and more so in the joust. Few who are not noble born have the training necessary to hold their seat in a joust. We are confident that by the time it has been narrowed down to hand-to-hand combat, only worthy nobles will remain.”

“And how, exactly, does this benefit the other lords? Allowing a free-for-all?”

“We’re all expected to pick a champion. Whoever chooses the horse, as it were, that wins the race, will be granted the position of senior officer of the royal household, and a duchy at the selection of the new king. Lord Gifrey put up a bit of a fuss, but the law of the land states that his current ranking among us would dissolve upon the death of His Majesty the king. He is likely scheming to force an amendment through as we speak, but the king can’t hold a pen these days, let alone understand what he’s signing.” He paused, then added ruefully, “Now that I say it all aloud, it is rather a free-for-all.”

“Is only Lord Gifrey’s role dissolved upon the death of the king?”

“A very canny question, Sir Corin. We all retain our noble standing of course. Birthrights cannot be taken away, but our advisory positions in the royal household are not secure. Aside from the sponsor, whom the new king has free will to accept or reject before entering an agreement, he also would have the choice of his new household officers, and anyone else with whom he wishes to surround himself.”

“So, I’m to be your champion, and you my future Lord Chamberlain? In your adjusted strategy?”

Roth’s lips quirked somewhat. “Believe it or not, Sir Corin, you are rather in high demand. And well you should believe it. You performed in that last tournament with surprising vigor, and others are eager to put you forth as their champion as well. You have your choice of sponsors.” He smiled slightly.

Corin’s heart sank low into his gut at the thought of the decisions before him.

A solemn bell intoned a reverberating note throughout the palace, lifting Corin out of his tangled thoughts. As if she really were dead, a weight settled forcefully over him at the reminder of Seren being officially struck from existence. He could hear the subdued, rustling wave of a crowd gathering outside the palace walls.

“Sleep on it,” Roth said quietly. “We can discuss it again tomorrow. Tonight, we mourn the princess.”
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Fate of the Lumina

SEREN

Estrid and I knelt together on the rock that jutted over the scrying pool on an early, pale-grey morning three days after our first visit. News of my death had already reached the hilltop and afforded Estrid the grim satisfaction that we were much safer now.

The wind whipped a scent of frost, a chilly reminder that Stelauris autumns were short and her winters sudden. For once, I was thankful for the heavy cloak of furs, a solid barrier against a sharp wind.

Estrid wasted no time in contacting Hedy, and the conversation was as brisk and businesslike as the last, though Hedy’s manner was less hostile. Apparently, you were her friend if you were on time. The glimpse she offered of my mother, still in a comatose state of repose, seized my heart with anxious longing.

After Estrid closed the connection with Hedy, she glanced at me with the determined air of a woman with a duty to perform.

“I’m willing to let you try to scry again,” she said, “but you must learn to cloak the magic, or you’re begging for curious hedgewitches—and anyone else who can sense magic—to come looking for you.”

I felt a shiver of anticipation. She was going to teach me something.

Estrid inhaled, wearing the slightly pained look of a martyr. “Now, I want you to close your eyes and concentrate, Seren. Your mind is likely littered with everything you saw last time you scried, but you need to sweep those thoughts neatly into their own spaces. Nice and tidy.”

I closed my eyes, but tidying my mind was easier said than done.

“Now,” she continued as if I had been able to immediately comply, “your magic is star-birthed, and you are a conduit. You’re going to find the inward source.”

Face red, trying to pretend I was alone, I struggled for long moments with the leaden guilt that settled once again at the memory of the guards lying dead in my wake. Before I could clear that, the joy enmeshed with grief that overwhelmed me at the knowledge of my true father, then the wrenching pain of Meline sacrificing herself, crowded in. Overarching it all was my mother’s face in our rough connection with Hedy. Blurry and still as the dead.

Frustrated, I took a deep breath, then another. My hands shook like they used to when my power first became a dangerous, overwhelming burden. Like when the king whipped Argan because of me. I flinched and veered away from the memory. I imagined that I harnessed the cold breeze and used it to brush all of this to the edges of my consciousness.

It was messy, but I was anxious to move forward. Finally, my mind as swept clean as I could manage, I reached out for something that felt like a source. This part was as easy as falling. To my mind’s eye, it looked like a strand of liquid light, like one of the star-threads in the gown from the king, winding its way gracefully through the newly cleared paths in my mind.

Estrid’s voice intruded as if from a distance. “Now just give it a gentle tug. Almost like a small alert, that you’re about to get started and you’d like some privacy.”

The thread was almost tangible, smooth as silver. I reached out mentally, as if I could truly grasp it. When I gave it a gentle, tentative tug, I felt a sudden, cool ripple encasing my body, as if I had pulled a silky drape around myself. A calmness followed.

I opened my eyes and nodded. “I think I’ve done it.”

“All right.” Estrid glanced around the pool. “I should be able to tell if you’ve accomplished the cloaking while we scry together. While it may seem counterproductive, turbulent waters are seeing waters, as any hedgewitch will say. That’s why we came early today, as the weather will draw the others out. So, while it will be beneficial to see how well you can hold the cloaking spell while scrying, we need to keep it brief.”

“I am to look with you?” I asked uncertainly.

“Yes, I believe that I can guide the experience a bit and keep you in check. The deeper you fall into a vision, the more magic you will use to achieve clarity. You need to learn restraint.” She knotted her shawl around her shoulders to prevent the ends from dangling in the water and adjusted her spectacles.

I felt a squeeze of trepidation. The pool’s first revelations still weighed heavily on me. “What do we do?”

“Just touch it together, fingers linked. I will be the one to end it. Now, remember to breathe.”

She hooked her little finger over mine, and we lowered our hands until we were skimming the surface of the choppy, bobbing waters.

This time, the gold was a bare shimmer gliding past me, sending jolts of fear splintering through me. Then it was gone; I was thoroughly ensconced in the vision that pervaded my brain and dropped me into a scene as clear as day. I could no longer feel Estrid’s presence.

A cozy study crackles with heat from a blazing fire in a small hearth. The warmth pushes back a chill that paints webs of frost over a darkened window.

An old man hunches near the fire in a defeated posture, dark robes hanging from a shrunken frame. The warmth cannot touch the cold that has seeped too deeply into his bones.

A young woman stands near the window, tracing patterns idly in the frost. The little pat of collected ice numbs her fingertip.

“It is gone, then?” she asks, softly.

“As much as we can make it so. It is for the best.” He takes a ragged breath.

She keeps tracing. “Yes.”

“They will assume it has something to do with the queen’s exile.”

“That’s also for the best,” she says quietly.

“Yes.” He sighs.

The fire pops loudly, then sinks lower, casting deeper shadows over the wooden paneling.

She turns from the window, flicking the frost from her fingers. “There have been enough noble Teravere among you to protect the name, at least.” She rubs her cold hands together absently.

He stares into the fire. “But not enough.”

“The latest treachery is a mere drop, but its ripples will be felt for generations. In light of that, you’ve made the right choice, to lock away your power.” She cocks her head. Her serious expression is mildly curious. “You know what I’ve seen?”

He looks up then. His face is withered, hopeless. Eyes that have seen the passing of ages blaze with a sudden hardness. “I don’t need the details. You star-witches have our surrender. You have our very thoughts at your disposal. You can have the wretched land now.”

“You know that isn’t the way of it.”

His face crumples. “I know. My own brethren . . . infiltrating the royal household and working words and spells of poison, for naught but selfish gain.” He holds out a feeble hand. A glimmering emerald ring sits loosely on his middle finger. His expression is lost.

She sits and takes his hand lightly, not touching the emerald. “Since the nascence of our fellowship, we Lumina have never brandished our power as the Teravere have done. As we’ve unintentionally grown accustomed to feeding off one another’s strengths, the Lumina are already feeling deprivation of our own. I’m sorry for your loss. But should you continue wielding your power as you’ve done . . .”

“Stelauris would pay a heavy price. Yes. It is better to cut it off completely. But our ancient protections . . .” His lips purse. “Very well. Tell me what you saw.”

Closing her eyes, she breathes the words as if they are difficult to access. A gentle light seems to glow at the crease of her eyelids and on her fingertips, still held in the old man’s grip.

She recites, her voice soft and strained:

“The Teravere were the first to claim the land, arriving in might from over the sea. The Spiteful Ones, whose true names are hidden, followed them to the virgin grounds and, in their chaotic and evil desires, sought to render it unfit for goodness to flourish. Battle was waged, and the triumphant Teravere locked their enemy in shadow, sealing the prison with an oath of protection over the land. The ensuing arrival of human inhabitants brought the need for the Lumina, who descended to heal the damage wrought by the Spiteful Ones, and bless and enrich humanity through their service.

“Should Teravere misuse their gifts for selfish gain, the power must be returned to its source. Otherwise, Stelauris will swiftly degenerate to the ways of the Spiteful Ones.

“It is foretold; the stars, they tell it thus: The selfish ambition of a few will overcome the rest. Teravere protection will dwindle, the Lumina fade, and over time, the Spiteful Ones will find cracks in their prison. They will leach again into open air, intent on reforming the land, razing it to ruinous waste.

“Despite calamitous treachery, a spark of Teravere may yet be allowed to remain, its power a dull, steady flame passing through generations, a flicker of hope for future protection.

“The light of the Lumina will slowly fade until one is born of grief, in her place too soon. Rightful but wrong. One of the Spiteful Ones will seek to win her; will cripple the land with a poisonous malice.”

Her voice catches.

“The Hope of the Lumina will rise, greater than her forebears. Should she win the throne, and claim her ancient right to rule, the poison of the Spiteful Ones will be extinguished.”

Her voice lowers, her words come more slowly, as if pulled from a place deeper yet.

“But should the Teravere flame ascend before the Lumina, and rule alone before the Royal Age of Lumina can begin . . . then the Spiteful Ones will rise up, the star-blessed line will face obliteration, and Stelauris devastation.”

She sighs heavily and keeps her eyes closed.

The Teravere’s shoulders droop. “The Royal Age of Lumina. The oracle is not about Sidra—you are certain?”

The young woman shakes her head, eyes still closed. “Her star-blessing was a distant inheritance and has already waned.”

The Teravere’s hand convulses around hers. “We were a gift to the land. For so long. Had your people and mine not been at odds, we could have prevented this together.”

She opens her eyes to look at him. “But now . . .”

“Yes, now, we are a blight. Our sacred duty, lost. Despoiled. And now, the queen . . .” He falls silent.

She kisses his hand, a compassionate mark of respect. Then she stands and walks out of the small room, her light footsteps fading away, leaving the old man alone. The eyes that gaze sightlessly into the fire are stricken with grief.
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A quenching light, like silky water, broke over me and burst before my eyes as I was pulled back away from the pool. I opened my eyes with a gasp.

Estrid’s hand gripped my shoulder. “Breathe, Seren.”

I nodded, taking in deep breaths. I could hear Estrid counting under her breath.

The unexpected treble of female voices, carried on the wind, pulled our attention across the water.

“Wonderful,” Estrid muttered as she bared her teeth in a facsimile of a smile.

A pair of women were chatting as they descended toward the scrying pool on the opposite bank. They looked like two neighborly peasant ladies out for a stroll, although one was heavily draped in shawls and what looked like necklaces of dried vegetables. They nodded and waved civilly to us.

“We should go,” Estrid said as she returned the wave half-heartedly.

We didn’t speak again until we were back inside the cottage. Estrid made a pot of tea and set out a seedcake and dewberry jam.

“You cloaked your magic fully and properly today,” she said as we settled next to the fire. “I could barely discern it. Although, I may have been distracted. You will need to practice every time. In starlight, as much as possible.”

“So, the vision.” I cut promptly to the point, unwilling to wait any longer. “You saw the same pair that I saw, discussing a . . . prophecy? What do you know of prophecies? Do star-blessed have some sort of a—a gift for—”

“Oh, hush a moment for mercy’s sake,” she interrupted, glancing toward her door. Her color was high and her eyes bright. “Here I am,” she breathed as she poured out tea.

“She was star-blessed, though?” I pressed.

Estrid took her time before answering, breathing in the scented steam of her tea. “Yes,” she finally said. “The old name is Lumina, as I’m sure you gathered.”

“And he was . . . ?”

“A Teravere, as you heard.” She considered me for a long moment. “I’ve never seen any vision so clearly, so completely before. I was spot-on when I conjectured that you would enhance the experience.”

“What did you expect to see?” I asked curiously.

“I’ve seen dreamlike bits here and there of the origins of the three lines and some of the oracular visions of the Lumina. I think all of us who are star-blessed see that sort of thing at some point or another, and I rather expected we would happen upon something of that nature. I admit . . . I was too engrossed to pull us out sooner.” She looked abashed at her own lack of discipline.

“The three lines being the Lumina, the Teravere, and the other one—the Spiteful One, or something?”

Estrid gave a nod. “The prophecy that the Lumina recited in our vision today was a more specific version of the one I’ve heard. I’ve caught bits of it, like a strain of music floating by, always gone before I could catch more than a few words.” Her eyes grew distant. “There are multiple Lumina prophecies, and their manifestations have always been accurate, if occasionally vague. The one that I always catch a bit of is part of what we heard today. The words I know are: The Lumina will fade . . . until one is born of grief, in her place too soon . . . the hope of the Lumina will rise, greater than her forebears. Should she claim ancient right to rule . . . finally be extinguished forever. But what we saw today filled that out to some extent.” Estrid sat back in her seat, staring at me.

The words from the lips of the ancient Lumina girl shivered through my mind. Born of grief. Rightful but wrong. A poisonous malice. “The Teravere. I think I’ve heard of them, at least,” I said. I blew over my steaming tea.

“Yes, they likely came up in your study of history at some point. They were considered ancient protectors of the land, gifted with earth-rooted elemental powers, sometimes significant. Legend says that Stelauris only flourished into a habitable land because the Teravere banished a vile menace. They occasionally worked in harmony with the Lumina when Stelauris was threatened. The combined power sources created unexpected, often incredible results. But they were more often at odds. Teravere thought the Lumina out of touch with reality, their focus so often heavenward, and the Lumina often felt the Teravere brand of magic—ritualized spellwork, generally—to be affected and fussy. The northern hill-monks still carry on many of the Teravere traditions and rituals, by the way, but without any of the fruition.” She huffed. “The power in the line faded unexpectedly when they failed to protect a queen from a coup in Felaurum a few centuries ago. They have been nothing but a memory ever since. Most consider the current remnants of the line to be a noble one, if useless.”

“But there must have been more to it than that,” I protested.

“So it would seem.” She was quiet again for such a long time that I grew restless.

“The poisonous malice,” I said. “Am I looking for meaning that isn’t there, or . . .”

Estrid set down her teacup. “I think we both are very well aware of what that could mean. Can we know for certain that these wretched poison seasons are the result of a stray Spiteful One getting his own? No. Even with the details of your mother’s story in play, we still know nothing. Would it do anyone a lick of good to ponder the potential implications of what we saw for this place and time for you? I think not.” She tapped a rapid tattoo against her cup as she spoke, her voice rising in agitation.

“Could you be the strongest Lumina in generations . . . impossible to prove. The power in our line has faded, but those of us that belong to it also know to keep our heads down. Especially after what happened to your mother.”

She stared into the fire. “Born amid your mother’s grief. A deep well of star-blessed strength. I believe that we cannot know the particulars . . .” Her brow furrowed as she argued with herself. I had the feeling this wasn’t the only time she’d done this. “Is it foolish to not at least consider that you might be the one spoken of in the prophecy?” Her eyes went to mine then, as round as an owl’s, her color high. “No. It doesn’t concern us. A chance vision among thousands.”

“Then, the part about . . . the right to rule . . . and extinguishing the poison . . .”

Her knee bounced in agitation, nearly upsetting her tea. “No. Yes. It could be possible . . . that should you somehow end up on the throne—”

“But I have no real right—Ormand isn’t my father.” What a relief to speak those words.

She batted this away. “His line only became royal when they stole the throne from the true Queen Sidra, the granddaughter of a Lumina.”

Estrid’s wishful determination to read the prophecy as unrelated to me only made it seem more plausible, as did the truth that she couldn’t keep from her words. I’d finally begun to hope that I’d truly shaken the dust of the Gilded Palace from my boots. “The poisonous malice, could it truly mean literal poison?”

“Prophetic words are chosen very carefully, in my experience.” She took a long, stoic sip of her cooling tea.

“But how do I return and try to reclaim my rights now?” I rose to my feet as a tightness began to build in my chest. “I’ve been officially declared dead, and the kingdom believes that I am—or was—mad. My only path to the throne has been extinguished, anyway. My only role as princess is to bear a son to be raised by the king.”

She stared up at me in dismay. “Oh no. Don’t misunderstand—don’t even listen to me. I am just sorting out what we saw. You must never attempt to claim the throne. The dangers would far, far outweigh the slim possibility of—of—”

“—putting an end to the poison that’s been crippling the land ever since my birth?” I completed. And just like that, the cold fear that accompanied the vile threat I’d run from returned, digging barbed roots deep inside.

I sank back into my chair, exhaustion rolling over me. My life, until I’d broken free of it, had consisted of me trying to forget that I was the heir to the throne, yet being constantly reminded that it was my birthright that I was unworthy of. I thought I had finally left it all behind.

We fell into our own silent contemplations, punctuated by Estrid’s whispered reassurances to herself. Here I am. Here I am.

When Estrid did speak, her voice was much more composed. “You know, Seren, you took naturally to the magic-cloaking spell. Considering the danger your amount of star-blessing potentially poses, I am happy to teach you every harnessing and controlling concept that I know.”

On edge, I spoke without forethought, without grace. “What about power building? Or wielding it—for uses other than hedgecraft?”

“Certainly not,” Estrid replied. “I see no reason to help you get yourself captured and sent back to your stepfather. Power attracts notice. But your blessing needs to be controlled, as often as it is clearly in use. What spell components do you know?”

I gave a little shrug, embarrassed.

She regarded me in alarm over her glasses, which had slipped down the bridge of her nose. “Without being able to recognize the theories and parts behind the spells that you seem to use on instinct, there is a danger of overlap and unpredictable consequences. You should not be using this power that you don’t understand.”

I was almost unsurprised when she sprang to her feet and strode to the door to check the locks, tapping and chanting softly, before reclaiming her seat and staring sternly at me as if nothing had happened.

“So, you will teach me?” I prompted.

“Only controlling concepts. Beyond that, no,” she said firmly. “If you are desperate to understand it better, then you may have the use of my library, but I will not allow any significant experimentation beyond hedgecraft. I have little to no innate powers of my own now, anyway. Theory only.”

Searing disappointment filled me, and nodding at her words, I glanced away so she wouldn’t see.

“You thought I would offer more?” Estrid’s voice was brittle.

“I don’t know—yes, I suppose. My mother . . . she seemed to think—”

“Your mother was careless, Seren.” Estrid’s tone was so adamant, I looked at her in surprise. Her face was pale. “So excited to have her star-blessing and to feel its enhancement when she conceived you. She was reckless. Look what happened! You may be brimming with star-blessings, but you have no idea how to use the power. Just think. One public hint of her abilities, and she was gone.”

My mouth went dry as I tried to figure out how to undo my mistake. Embarrassment for my ungratefulness reddened my cheeks as Estrid’s composure cracked, exposing raw, grief-stricken fear underneath. Tears collected in her eyes. She began tapping fingers against her wrist as she spoke. One, two, three, four, five.

“Her blessing was nothing to yours,” she said. “Less even than mine or Meline’s.”

“You said you had little innate power—”

“Little compared to what I sense in you.” Her eyes flashed at me briefly. “But because of the little your mother demonstrated when she abandoned caution, the king destroyed her life. Took Gerard’s. Broke my heart, and my mother’s.”

I stood, needing to pace or move somehow, but the room was too small. I was angry. Not with Estrid, exactly, but with the power I had no idea how to use, power that required quelling. Angry with the idea that I could possibly have some sort of responsibility to Stelauris now.

“Seren!” Estrid’s eyes were wide.

Looking to where she pointed, I saw that my trembling fingertips had begun to glow, and the skirts I’d unknowingly clutched were slightly singed. I could see the fear doubling in her eyes as she saw the physical manifestation of my lack of control. I sat quickly and clasped my hands as the glow faded, certain that I had sealed her decision to teach me to only suppress my star-blessing.

Estrid stared at me helplessly. She drummed her fingers on the table as if in indecision, while I waited, uncertain. Then she pushed to her feet. “Wait here,” she said. She disappeared down the stairs to the Lower and reappeared moments later, bearing a small but thick book, bound in weathered black leather.

I hesitated only a moment before taking it from her. It was heavy, the binding worn smooth, the pages thin and a bit crumbly.

“This has been in our family for generations, and your mother and Meline and I used to pore over it for hours, using our combined blessings to try to enact the workings. Occasionally, we succeeded. Danika practiced on her own for days before she performed the alchemy spell to impress your father.”

Her voice remained calm, but I could feel the darkness of the fear that flooded her, like gathering shadows, as she looked at me with the book in my hands.

“Why are you letting me see it now?”

Her voice quavered slightly. “It’s as much yours as mine. And I realized . . . you’re brimming with the blessing. I can beg you to push it down, but sooner or later you’ll have to learn to use it. I cannot consider the implications of the oracle yet, but the fact remains that you are a powerful Lumina. My fears . . . they are legion.” She attempted a wry smile. “But they should not dictate my sense. Just—please remember to cloak your spells and hide your magic, always. Learn from the past.”

[image: * * *]

Later, I attempted to clear my head as I hunched over the book by the fireplace in the Lower, long after Estrid had gone to bed. It was chilly, and I was wrapped in one of Estrid’s quilts with my feet angling toward the fire.

In spite of the struggle in my mind, a familiar voice cut as sharp and clear as glass through my knot of tangled thoughts.

“Your funeral was beautiful.”

I sat straight up, the quilt cocoon still firmly in place, and let the book thump shut. “Good of you to let me know,” I somehow managed the dry response. My thoughts flew to Felaurum, and the throne I’d just been wishing I could forget forever. “What is the state of the king?”

“I’m afraid he is not well.”

“What do you mean?”

“His health has begun to deteriorate.”

I did not respond for a moment. I’d asked as a stab in the dark, with the Lumina prophecy echoing through my mind. Now, a jolt of mingled guilt, hope, and fear darted through me. While the threat of him loomed large over my life and his death would be a relief, the question of who would replace him on the throne now held a bitter significance to me as well. Just yesterday, I had no hope that he would soon be gone, and I couldn’t have cared less what figurehead they propped in his place after he was.

But I couldn’t dwell there when Corin was in my head. His presence was far too distracting.

Finally, my curiosity pushed words through my mind, shot like an arrow to Corin’s. The path between my consciousness and his was growing almost familiar.

“Was there something you wanted? Or was your funeral experience simply too good to keep to yourself?”

“I don’t know.” His response was immediate. I could hear the golden timbre and inflection of his voice as clearly as if he were at my side. “I’m sorry. My mind is unsettled and speaking to you posed itself as a welcome distraction.”

“I see.”

“I apologize.”

“Is he close to death?”

“Your father?”

I tensed. “The king. Yes.”

“I’m afraid that is the circulating report. His body is following his mind’s descent. Some physicians also say that many years of light traces of poison making their way to his lungs have compacted, and now—I’m sorry to distress you.”

“Really? You mocked me about my own funeral.”

“I . . . That was highly inconsiderate. I should leave you alone. You know, this is very strange.” Chagrin followed by amusement lent a familiarity to his tone that I’d never heard in person.

“Do you happen to have any idea why it is possible?”

“Our unusual manner of communication? You mean you don’t do this with everyone?”

My lips pressed into an amused smile. “No.”

“I don’t know how or why it’s possible. Although something happened in the wood when I followed you. You were badly wounded, but you managed to run off after doing something to me. What did you do?”

“I’m not sure. I touched you and felt strength leave you, and I—I used it.”

“So you’re a thief as well as a runaway.”

“It was unintentional.”

“It would have to be, I suppose. Except that you also managed to leave the city undetected by anyone except for me. In broad daylight. So, I’m guessing you have something up your sleeve, which makes you the reason we’re in each other’s heads right now.”

“You’re in my head. I have yet to initiate the connection.”

“True. This is very new to me, and I suppose I’m curious. So, have you always been a witch? I saw what you did to your workroom. Or should I say ‘sewing room’? Clever.”

I gaped. “How could you . . . ?”

“Your magic doesn’t seem to work on me, Princess.”

“Then this can’t be my doing.”

“Ha! So, where are you?”

“Why do you wish to know?”

“The kingdom thinks you’re dead, and there are rumors that remains have been found. Call me a concerned citizen.”

“That’s gruesome.”

“It is that. So. Either I’m going mad, or someone has put me under an extremely effective spell and I’m only talking to myself, or you’re alive somewhere. And there are people who . . . Well, let’s just say I’m curious if the real Princess Seren will resurface at some point to the astonishment of her people.”

“I’m not coming back.”

“That’s probably wise. Are you safe?”

I was taken aback by the sincerity in the question. “I’m safe.”

“That’s good enough for now, I suppose.” He paused a moment.

“Goodnight, Princess.”

“Goodnight, Corin.”
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Spells of Sisterhood and Starlight

CORIN

He didn’t know why his mind wandered so carelessly now to thinking of Seren, and thinking about her was a short step from actually reaching out and speaking to her. Usually, she answered. As the weeks following her disappearance fell away, and winter seeped into the stones of the courtyard, Corin found his mind reaching often toward the voice that he hoped would answer. She wasn’t who he had convinced himself that she was when he’d first met her, but rather a woman who was accustomed to holding her true self in secret. His curiosity became near-constant.

She never gave any hints about her whereabouts, although her armor slowly loosened, and she began to talk a bit more freely. She detected his accent, something he couldn’t mask in his head, apparently, and he dropped a careless comment about his island home. Seemingly unconcerned or unaware that he’d lied about his background, she asked about Noveris, which led to further conversations that grew ever more familiar as they grazed topics of personal history.

Corin felt her wistful longing when he spoke of his family. Although he shied away from details, the closeness between his parents, sisters, and himself must have shone through anyway, and it stood in stark contrast to her own lonely childhood. Even her former governess, perhaps the only person who had ever felt like family to her, was now gone.

Winter arrived with a juxtaposition of relief and dread. The cold winds were bitter and relentless. Early in the season, three villages lost cattle to one frigid night. But the air was finally clear of poison and the ground too frozen to spread further infection. The council had agreed to close the ports of Noveris, acting on whatever pressure Lord Roth had managed to put on them, but the point was moot now that the poison season was over.

Corin wished that he could construct the same sort of communication path with his family that he shared with Seren. With all the port confusion, deliveries between the island and the mainland were sporadic at best. Word was that the island had mercifully remained uncontaminated. Though relieved, he would have liked to hear the news from his own reliable sources and found himself even more homesick now that he could not read his mother’s and sisters’ distinct voices in their letters.

Sir Kaius had abruptly left his position immediately following the announcement of Seren’s death, and his duties were split between Falon and Corin—they’d both been given a squadron training post. The work filled Corin’s hours with enough physical activity to pass the days quickly.

Meanwhile, his nightly meetings with Lord Roth continued. The king lingered in the stasis of a nearly comatose illness. According to Roth, the other lords were quietly choosing and preparing their champions for the tournament, although it would not be officially announced until the king passed. Lord Roth rarely touched on the topic of introducing Corin at court anymore, and Corin wondered if it was due to a desire to keep his chosen champion out of the way of other potential sponsors.

While Corin remained doubtful, Roth still seemed certain that with enough study, they could tap into some store of hidden Teravere power within Corin. The only hint Corin had that there was anything unusual about himself was his ability to communicate with Seren, and the fact that her magic did not work on him when it had obviously deceived others. Yet, he was unwilling to make this known.

On an evening several weeks into one of the hardest winters in Felaurum’s recent memory, Corin entered the lord’s study and was surprised to find Roth looking highly pleased.

He sprang up when Corin entered, ushering him in quickly. He’d lost weight from his already slight figure since Seren’s disappearance, and exhaustion emanated from his lean face.

“Sit, sit, Sir Corin! You’ve been most patient, but I believe I finally have discovered something that will fortify your confidence in me, if just a bit.”

Corin took his seat and waited with polite expectance. Roth produced a small wooden box and placed it on the desk between them. Raising his eyebrows in question, Corin reached for the box.

“Yes, have a look,” Roth said, excitement brightening his tone. Cracking the lid, Corin saw a small, delicately wrought ring of gold that cradled an emerald. A distinct pattern marked the band, repeated symbols that wound in tight curls of gold around the stone. A thin vine of gold wound itself around the band like a chain, covering some of the engraving. Corin stared at it.

“I’ve seen this before. This belonged to the princess.” His stomach twisted. “You didn’t—was this—” He struggled to speak. His lungs felt tight. Perhaps he was mad, thinking he’d been communicating with Seren all this time. Remains have been found.

Roth looked at Corin with concern, obviously dismayed by his reaction. Then understanding lit his eyes. “Oh! Oh goodness, no. This, indeed, was the princess’ ring, but it was not . . . retrieved from her person. No, indeed. This was found in a dusty corner of her bedchamber and turned over to me.”

“Shouldn’t it have been given to His Majesty?” Corin asked, trying to downplay his unguarded reaction.

“Well, that was the general idea when it was turned over to me. I’m sure it was understood that I would place it in the correct hands. And I’ve done so.”

“Look,” Corin began, uncomfortable, “I may believe that I have a legitimate claim to be the rightful successor. But that doesn’t mean I am currently entitled to the king’s belongings. The man is still alive, for earth’s sake.”

“Yes, of course. But I don’t mean that it should be yours, I mean that it is. That is to say, it is Teravere.” He unrolled one of the many scrolls that were strewn over his desk and jabbed a thin finger at a small marking at the bottom of the parchment. He moved a candle closer to Corin and offered him a magnifying stone.

Corin slid the stone over the marking. Leaning close, he saw that it was, in fact, a sketch of the same ring, down to the most intricate engravings. But it was missing the vine-like strand that was wound around the band.

“Elias Everblade,” said Roth. “One of the very last Teravere to wield power. This ring belonged to him. It was not uncommon for Teravere to enchant objects that they wore close to their persons. This one fell into the royal coffers at some point, then was given to Queen Danika after His Majesty had the little strand of her own gold added, but it is yours by right. And furthermore”—he pulled the scroll back toward himself, peering close until his nose nearly touched the parchment—“it may well awaken your own Teravere powers.”

“How so?”

“That remains to be seen, but it gives us something to go on, yes? I recommend wearing it and seeing how it reacts to some time spent on your person.”

“Some fool I’d look if I were caught with the princess’ ring. I might even be suspected as her abductor.” Uncertainty over why Roth was thrusting Seren’s ring at him raised his hackles.

“Of course. Wear it somewhere out of sight. On a chain, perhaps.” Corin’s lack of enthusiasm had somewhat punctured Roth’s own excitement. “I truly believe that this could be a breakthrough for you, Sir Corin. I understand that this has been frustrating. And if we have to rely solely upon your charisma and physical prowess in the tourney, well, then we certainly have an excellent chance at victory. But a spark of Teravere power and a promise to use it to restore the protection that Stelauris so dearly needs would be more than just a boon. To many, struggling just to live under the current regime, a king of that sort would mean salvation.” He offered a faltering smile. “Would you consider giving it a try . . . just to humor me?”

Out of a small, illogical desire to keep the ring safe for Seren, and an even smaller amount of pity for the man grasping at straws before his eyes, Corin took the box.

When he returned to the room he now shared with Arc and Falon in the barracks, Corin surreptitiously strung the small ring on a thin chain and slipped it under his shirt.

As he lay in bed, listening to Arc’s uneven snorts, he almost spoke Seren’s name in his mind, but stopped himself. He lay tensely, waiting for sleep to alleviate his cares. The ring rested against his skin, unobtrusive and warm from his body heat. Just a bit of gold and stone.
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SEREN

Winter ice seemed to encapsulate the entirety of Scrying Hill, except for the pool. Its waters remained as mild as a pond in summer, occasionally harried into small, dancing whitecaps by the sharp winds, but never freezing over more than a parchment-thin layer of ice that broke to bits in the breeze. Every three days, Estrid and I walked to the pool and checked in with Hedy and my mother. I was discouraged to find that there never seemed to be any change in her condition.

“No news is good news,” Estrid would repeat as we walked back, but as time waxed on, I sensed that she was unsettled as well.

Estrid had more than enough work to keep herself busy each day, concocting the herbal blends and cosmetic tinctures that she sold to her many faithful customers. I soon learned that customers were not welcome at her door, nor did she have a market stall; rather, she would deliver her goods directly to her clients’ homes and was usually invited to stay for a cup of tea and a chat. I often wished to see this side of her work, but she was insistent that I should continue to lay low. Although, when she heard word of malignant mushrooms that had survived the frost, she occasionally brought me along and let me practice igniting the Salt Serpent ash. I learned to ignite the powder without the use of her tinderbox, and obliterating the little patches of poison proved to be highly satisfying. When I wasn’t helping her, or while she was out, I was allowed use of her supplies and library. But mostly, I pored over the book she had given me.

The book unlocked so much more possibility for me than I could have supposed. It held not only spells (and of those, there were hundreds), but detailed elucidations of the various spell components that could be separated and combined to create infinite possibilities. Learning the spells was like reading recipes. And once I’d begun to truly access, comprehend, and master the individual mental components, I could create the necessary compilations myself, without always going to the trouble of finding and reading the spell. When I knew which part of my magic to draw from, I was able to keep more of it in store, instead of blasting each endeavor with all that I had.

I was surprised to find that Estrid was extremely familiar with the book, and her insights and tips proved invaluable. While she still attempted to convince me to keep my experimentation as minor as possible, I was grateful to have her tentative support. When I truly understood how risky it was to blindly feel my way, pushing unsorted magic at a specific purpose, I paled to think how I could have harmed myself, or my mother. I felt more compassion for Estrid’s nervous state now that I understood it a little better.

I spent every moment I could spare mastering my control and familiarity with the various components and committing certain spells to memory. Larger spell attempts would still leave me feeling drained, but the various points of origin would refill quickly, and faster still when I spent time in starlight.

Some mornings, I knelt in the white wood and shivered as I enacted a working that seemed a danger to attempt in the confined space of Estrid’s cottage. Often, on clear nights, I ventured under the stars and practiced in the frigid dark, indifferent to the sting of the cold as I worked in the fevered thrill of my star-blessing. It was in those moments that what I was doing stopped feeling like a struggle of memory and mechanics. It poured forth from some glowing center, a supernatural gift from the stars’ very Maker. I felt my Lumina muscles growing stronger every day.

We didn’t talk about the prophecy. My mind and body were kept busy enough with everything I was learning, so I felt justified in shoving that sticky rumination into a tightly closed box in the corner of my mind. The more control I gained over my magic, the easier it was for me to do that sort of thing.

Why I couldn’t apply that trick to Corin, I chose not to consider. Somehow, conversations between our minds had lost their stilted self-consciousness, as well as the sort of boundaries that would naturally be in place if we were in each other’s physical company. We poked fun at one another, asked personal questions—I learned, by way of inquiring when his guard was down and reading between the lines, that his father had passed away, but that it was his mother whom he missed terribly. He had two younger sisters named Gwen and Ria, about whom he only shared mild, brotherly grievances, but it was clear that he missed them painfully as well. He seemed nervous about the state of Noveris, though I hadn’t learned exactly why. While I tried to keep myself more guarded, we still got to know one another better than we ever would have, had I stayed in Felaurum. Perhaps, better than I knew almost anyone.

My mind often drifted to wondering what he was doing, and if I would hear his voice in my head again, or if it would suddenly come to a stop one day. Although I never initiated the connection, I was quite willing to entertain the conversations that he began. They always started in the oddest ways. More often than not, it would be in the evening or early morning, when I assumed he was not busy with his duties.

“I feel like you wouldn’t like your death flag. They hoist it promptly every sunrise, but it’s awfully bleak to look at. Would you like me to suggest a new design? Flame red seems like a better fit than black.”

This comment woke me early one morning, and my laugh of surprise was so loud that I clapped my hand over my mouth. He mused on and off throughout the day about what kind of design he felt would be more fitting.

“At first, I thought, a teacup! A rampant teacup steaming boldly off a red flag. The color is for your hair, of course. Anyway, I seem to remember an awful lot of tea being brought to your room. I thought you’d drink it by the bucketful, if they’d only serve it that way. But then I thought of the barbaric way you wield a short sword, and thought perhaps a teacup emblem would send the wrong message. Still thinking it over.” I’d barely controlled my snort and had to turn it into a sneeze, as Estrid was in the middle of lecturing me on the twelve uses for a thistle.

“Have you ever heard of the Teravere?”

This out-of-the-blue question, startling me to the point of nearly dripping hot beeswax from the candles I was dipping, was unexpected in a wholly different way. I wondered, warily, if he could see further into my brain beyond what I chose to share.

“Why do you ask?”

“They are a Stelauric fixture, but perhaps their history is not as well-known here as it is in Noveris. I grew up hearing quite a bit about them, but was always told that their magic had died out. I know you won’t answer, so I won’t ask, but I wonder about your magic sometimes. Maybe it somehow originated with the Teravere.”

“I . . . have no idea. I’ve read about them, minimally. The name came up in my history studies.” I refrained from responding to the comment about my magic, although his familiar reference to it caught me off guard.

He changed the subject, and I sensed an uncomfortable sort of nonchalance in his tone. He didn’t mention the Teravere again, but the conversation left me feeling wrong-footed and uneasy. I decided to make sure I enveloped my mind in a cloaking spell as soon as future conversations began, just in case.
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Despite the brutal cold that had taken hold of the hilltop, Estrid and I still walked to the scrying pool for our standing meeting with Hedy. Precipitation had been rare during this particular winter, but fat, fluffy collections of snowflakes fell all around us as we trudged over the moor to the pool the next morning.

Estrid grimaced at the sky. “This could make the conversation difficult.”

But we plowed ahead through the heavy layer of snow that had accumulated on the heath. There was little to learn from these meetings with Hedy, anyway. My heart sank a little every time we heard her voice, because she always said the same thing. “She’s fast asleep, dear lamb. Still no change.”

Little piles of the soft snow had gathered around the water’s edge, coating the algae and broken reeds like icing sugar. We ventured onto the flat rock that we always used, mindful not to slip on the crust of ice that had formed over top.

Almost as soon as Estrid laid her hand atop the gently rippling water, a voice came through the air, clear and excited.

“Estrid? Is that really you? Is Seren with you?”

My heart leapt into my throat and I leaned forward eagerly. Although the face was, as usual, difficult to see in the wavering surface of the pool, I knew my mother’s voice as well as I knew my own.

“Mother!” I nearly shrieked, as Estrid stilled.

“Danika?” she whispered.

“It is you! And Seren!” She sounded tired, but strong nevertheless.

“Are you well?” I asked, my voice much louder than necessary, as I was illogically terrified of losing the connection.

“I am tired. Hedy brought me out of the sleep yesterday—”

Hedy’s familiar caw broke in. “Her sleep was growing restless, and her heart is strong. I thought she might like a change of scenery after staring at the inside of her own head all this time.”

“I don’t feel any trace of the poison anymore. Seren, I think your help and Hedy’s attention have worked a miracle. Are you safe?”

“Yes—I found Estrid just as you told me to,” I said, fighting against the lump in my throat. I could hardly believe that she was truly speaking, after all this time wondering if she would ever wake again.

“Estrid. Thank you so much.”

Estrid cleared her throat before responding in a wobbly voice. “It’s nothing, Danika. I am glad you thought to send her to me. And—so glad that you’re . . .”

“Alive?”

“Yes.”

“I’m so sorry that I haven’t been in touch since Meline—”

“Oh, nonsense,” Estrid responded through rushing tears. “You couldn’t have, I understand. And I am relieved to see you well, now. Thank you, Hedy.” She attempted to resume a businesslike tone, but her voice cracked.

“My scrying glass doesn’t have enough life to it for this chit-chat to go on much longer,” Hedy squawked in response.

“Of course,” my mother replied promptly. “Seren . . .”

“I am doing very well with Estrid, Mother,” I said quickly. “Although I would like to see you when you’re well enough to leave Hedy’s care—”

“All in good time,” Hedy said sharply. “I’m not one to send a patient packing when they’re still as helpless as a kitten. I’ll keep good watch over her. Speak again in three days.”

And without further ado, the connection flickered out. Estrid leaned away from the water, lifted her apron to her face, and began to weep.

I stared at her for a moment, alarmed, then scooted closer and wrapped my arms around her small, shaking frame. Before I knew it, tears of my own were trickling down my face.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I don’t know—” Estrid hiccupped. “Don’t know what’s come over me.” She hiccupped again and removed her glasses, wiping her reddened eyes on her apron. “I suppose I didn’t ever really believe I’d see either of the girls ever again. Most of the rest of my family has passed as well. I knew that Danika was in safe hands—I’ve done some checking up on Hedy, you know—but I suppose I didn’t ever truly believe that I would hear her voice again. I haven’t heard her speak since I was seventeen years old.” She buried her face again for a long moment.

I felt elated enough to float into the wintry sky, but Estrid’s tears—a mixture of the grief she had buried so long, and a shock of joy, added a sense of solemn gratitude that kept my feet firmly on the ground. I glanced at her as we headed back to the shelter of the forest and saw a clear-eyed, open expression that was new to me. She smiled at me.

“She always seemed more fragile than Meline, you know; more vulnerable,” she said softly as we approached the cozy cottage, haphazardly wrapped in its foliage and vines, with a fine dusting of snow on top. “So I always worried. But that was also her strength. I don’t know how yet, but we will get her here to be with us.”

I realized, then, as joy swept into my anxious soul, that at some point I had stopped feeling like Estrid’s unwelcome guest. We were family.
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Teravere Ruminations

CORIN

While the king languished, news quietly spread of the tournament which would follow his passing. While it was only rumored that the tournament would decide the future ruler of Stelauris, the idea took hold, and voluntary preparation on the training yards increased significantly. Members of the Guard, seasoned, battle-tested knights at court, and even a few of the older set of nobility with little or no combat experience were harrying Corin to rush the squires through their drills to clear the field for their use. The rumors spread beyond Felaurum, along with word that young men of the villages were using the frozen fields to train themselves for a chance to pass through the open melee.

In spite of his uneasiness at the thought of the ascension selection process, Corin couldn’t help but get caught up in the energy in the air. Although he still oversaw his regular squadron training, he spent his spare hours on the field as well, sparring with anyone who needed a partner, fitting armor, dispensing swords and advice to less talented hopefuls, and organizing melee scrimmages. The absence of Sir Kaius was keenly felt, however, and Corin wondered if the man was training somewhere for his own bid for the throne. It was unlikely, as he was a practical, hard-bitten sort who’d seemed to care only about his work until the day he’d up and left.

Falon and Arc became caught up in the excitement as well, and the three of them fell into their bunks at the end of each day utterly exhausted but in good spirits. Corin realized that the men needed this; after the disappearance of the princess and the raising of her funeral flags, morale had been low. Now, it was a little like being a squire in training again, only this time the stakes were considerably higher.

“Do you remember your combat training?” he asked Seren suddenly one night, drowsy from a hard day on the field.

Her response was a moment in coming, but he could more easily sense her moods now when she responded. He could even tell, sometimes, when she had heard him and was waiting a moment before answering. Occasionally, she was terse in a furtive way, and he suspected that she was not alone. He wondered who her companion was. Sometimes—usually at night—she responded immediately, and (he thought, but wondered if it was wishful thinking) readily. Once or twice, she’d responded with a sleepy, distant: “Tomorrow.”

Now, her response came after what he read as a thoughtful pause.

“Of course I do. I think of it often. I miss it.” He sensed a rueful tone. “I suppose it’s a relief for the Guard not to have to humor me anymore.”

“I wouldn’t say that.” Corin was on the brink of reminding her how she’d won the loyalty of many of the Guard, but stopped himself. It felt strange to remind her of the loyalty that she’d left behind—loyalty he hoped would transfer to him if he won the tourney.

“Why do you ask?” Seren asked.

Corin shifted in his bunk, putting one hand under his head and absently holding the ring that hung from his neck with the other.

“I’m training the new men-at-arms now. Few of them have your enthusiasm for actually getting it right, most of them think they know what they’re doing already . . . and none of them can remember to make use of their shield. How would you whip them into shape if you were in my place?”

He sensed a laugh floating through their connection. “I doubt if you really need my advice.”

“No, I’m desperate.” Corin was glad that the fire had died down and the others were nearly asleep. He’d gotten a few odd looks from his friends while engaging in these secret conversations. “I’m truly curious how you would handle these toerags.”

“I would start by not calling them toerags.”

“I’ve got to bring them down a peg, or they’ll never believe they actually need the shield.”

“I don’t know what you’re already doing . . . but I felt fortunate to be given one-on-one lessons, while the Guard always seemed to drill as a team. It makes sense that they must learn to work together, but maybe you could pair them off occasionally, then assess their individual shortcomings and instruct the pairs to work toward strengthening one another’s weaknesses. But maybe you already do something like that—”

She sounded embarrassed to have offered her thoughts, but Corin found it to be a surprisingly good idea. “I have never considered that. Maybe I will give it a try. Well, any knotty problem I can help you with? It’s only fair that I return the favor. Although, I have no idea how you spend your day.” He allowed his foolish, sleepy self to take over the conversation. “Are you hunkering in a homemade shelter in the Southern Lowlands? Need advice on how to skin a ground-whistler? Or maybe you’ve already left these forsaken shores on a sailboat of your own making and can’t remember the words to some fishing chantey? I probably could help you with that, actually . . .”

The force of her amusement rolled over him, and he grinned.

“If I ever need help remembering fishing chantey lyrics, I will definitely remember who to ask. But I almost certainly would have no trouble skinning a ground-whistler. Probably.”

As usual, she managed to make him want to keep talking to her, but never told him anything. He suddenly sobered, remembered the skinned animals in her room. He felt just tired and uninhibited enough to push.

“You skinned all those animals that were dumped in your room for that cloak you wore when you escaped. That was some sort of magic, wasn’t it? That was what kept people from noticing you.”

The expected silence was short this time. “I didn’t mean for them to kill so many, or to bring me the carcasses. That was very hard. But, yes. The hides I requested were for my escape. I made do with what they . . . provided.”

“You drugged us, though. Were you worried that it wouldn’t work?”

“I didn’t want you being blamed when I disappeared.”

He wished that he could see her face. He hadn’t really expected her to actually answer him, and he didn’t know how to respond. He barely noticed himself drifting into a light sleep, until her voice came into his consciousness again. Perhaps five minutes later, perhaps an hour.

“Did you ever find what you were looking for concerning the Teravere?”

Suddenly, he was very present in his own mind and body. The room was slightly chilly, and the fire smoked a little. He almost felt that he could sense her presence more tangibly than usual . . . her scent and the sound of her breath. A nervous energy emanated from her.

He took a moment to think before he responded. He could feel her waiting. The connection faded to its usual state—a mere meeting of minds in mental conversation. He wanted that fuller moment of being in her presence back. He wanted to know why she felt afraid.

“Not much. I used to hear stories in Noveris, about the good that they did Stelauris—once upon a time, as it were. It’s tricky finding anything written, and the palace libraries are something of a mess.”

He sensed a weak smile. “I always hated that.”

“Why do you ask, Seren?” He stilled, knowing that using her name—and so familiarly, without her title—would undermine his attempt to sound casual. But then, if she could sense his emotional response as well as he could sense hers, she wouldn’t be fooled anyway.

“I’ve learned a few things. I couldn’t point you to a source—it isn’t well-documented to my knowledge. But . . . while the Teravere originally did great things for the good of Stelauris, they had their powers revoked—some willingly, some not—because they used it to enact treachery, among other self-serving actions. Some of them unseated a rightful heir, centuries ago, for their own gain. They lost their power because of it.”

Corin pondered. Did Seren believe herself to be a rightful heir—and did she know that a Teravere had sought to unseat her? And, if she spoke correctly, was the unseated heir his ancestor Sidra?

“That’s . . . unfortunate. Stelauris could use selfless protectors right now. So much for that idea. I would be very interested to know where you learned this.”

“I wish I could tell you.”

Corin found himself overwhelmed with the sense that she deeply felt every word.

“I wish you could too.” He couldn’t help it . . . he wanted her to feel the depth of his meaning as well. He wished that things were different . . . that they could be more open and direct with each other. That he could help her.

He realized that he was holding his breath. “Thank you for telling me what you learned.”

“I’m sorry that it couldn’t be more . . . hopeful.”

“It’s all right. I expect someone, someday, will find a way to help Stelauris back into the light without the use of ancient folktales.”

“I expect so.”

“Goodnight, Princess.”
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SEREN

On a particularly cold morning I made my own way to the scrying pool, interested to test its waters alone while Estrid worked at home. The grey sky was tinged with the promise of blue and violet, in spite of the bitter wind, and the snow had melted to iced-over sloppy patches. Winter was in decline.

While conversations with Corin continued regularly, the topics never strayed again to my magic or the Teravere. The conversation that had, however, weighed often on my mind. While Estrid allowed me full access to her library, I could find no more information concerning the Teravere.

I pulled my fur cloak tighter around my shoulders as I descended the damp hillside and saw that the pool was vacant of other visitors. Stepping carefully onto the rock, I stood and looked out over the still, glassy water that reflected the periwinkle sky above.

I wasn’t sure why I was so preoccupied with Corin’s interest in the Teravere. I hadn’t been able to get the fact that he asked me about them out of my mind. Adding in the fact that he’d not told the truth about his background—I hadn’t forgotten that he’d claimed to be from East Solis when we first met—and the stacking mysteries were making me uneasy. Perhaps I’d brought it up to him again in a sly hope of catching him off guard and sensing some of the meaning behind his interest. Of course, I hadn’t learned anything. But that particular conversation felt branded on my mind. The force of feeling that had come through in his words, and that I’d hardly been able to restrain from mine, had nearly blindsided me. Somehow, in spite of the tension that had followed my question, the connection had become as intimate as if we had reached for each other’s hands.

I knelt, shattering the fragile moment in time that I was inhabiting, chiding myself with the direction my thoughts had taken. The water was an arm’s length away, a beautiful, inviting distraction. My reflection in its still surface was pale, with a bright line of my natural hair color streaking across my dark head where the hair parted.

Closing my eyes, I cloaked the magic that was thrumming through me—streaming threads of it running through my veins and looking for a release. I could do the cloaking spell as easily as breathing now. Leaning forward, I took in a slow breath, then exhaled as I let the tip of one finger touch the water.

First, the abhorrent, swirling gold again. I pushed through it, fighting to keep from leaning away from the engulfing horror.

The gold dissipates, breaking apart and floating away lazily like sparkling motes of dust in a beam of light.

Now the bright flecks are stars, standing out against a velvet sky like diamonds cut out of the sun, shining down on me as lovingly as a mother smiles down at her infant.

I blink and the stars are gone, replaced by a sky so blue and sun so brilliant, it is exotic to me. I hear the call of birds, chirping through the rustle of leaves in a high wind.

Corin stands on a wide beach, looking out over the sea, to the west. His skin is tanned, his hair sun bleached and wind tossed. His eyes are red rimmed and raw with grief. A small woman stands next to him and takes his hand.

“You will be back.” Her voice is quiet, but strong. Her eyes brim with tears.

“I will only deal with the ports. Then I’ll be back. My place is here, Mother.”

“You know how important this was to him.”

“I know.”

“Then honor his memory. Not for him, but for yourself. You will regret it if you do not.”

Corin glances down at the woman, then back at the water. “I know. But he asked too much.”

“He did. But you needn’t stay away forever, Corin. Just follow the path he always dreamed for you and see where it leads.”

“It’s nonsense, though, Mother. The Teravere are barely more than legend.”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps they are your past and your future, as your father believed. But uncertainty should not stop you from seeking answers.” She tightens her hold on his hand and leans her head against his shoulder. “Just come back to me.”
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The light fades to a dim interior, the clean air grows stuffy, smelling of sweat and a sharp concoction of pain-relieving oils.

“She’s alive.” The voice of the king is so weak it is nearly unrecognizable. His ruined lungs heave in aching distress as he fights to push the words out.

“Shh . . . you must rest, sire.”

“I tell you—alive.”

The royal physician exchanges a look with Lord Vasili, who stands a respectful distance from the king’s deathbed, pulling a sympathetic face.

“I know that the news of your daughter’s death has been a terrible shock, Your Majes—”

“No.” He coughs wetly.

“Sire?”

“Not her. Not—the girl—I mean. The queen. Danika—the—lying minx . . . miller’s wench . . . is alive. Ask the bedamned witches. Punishment. It’s true—I know—” His chest collapses as he coughs again and again, gasping for air that has nowhere to go.

The physician shakes his head sadly at Lord Vasili, who folds his face into an expression of concern. But his eyes spark. “Now wouldn’t that be interesting?”

The dim light fades, and all I can see is the steady gleam of his eyes.

I pulled back, fighting for breath, as the vision suddenly made me feel as if I were the one suffocating. But I couldn’t wait more than a moment to act. I placed my hand down on the freezing water and focused on my mother with every fiber of my concentration.

Broken glass and darkness. A gasp of—fear? Pain?

I reach through my consciousness, searching for more, even going so far as to call out for her.

Broken glass. Darkness. A gasp.

Nothing more. I reach, wildly, heavily, as if I’ve fallen into dark, deep water and swim blindly for the surface. Nothing.

Pulling back again, I stared down at the placid pool in horror. I couldn’t find her.

It had to all be wrong. None of it could be right.

It could not be that Corin was following some dark Teravere path—using me to further some nefarious scheme of his father’s making. It could not be that the king and Lord Vasili believed that my mother was alive.

It could not be that she had gasped in a darkness of fear, or pain.

Turning my back on the scrying pool, I ran.
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Vanishing Queen

CORIN

The rumored upcoming tournament remained a fixture of great interest among the fighting men of Stelauris. Corin sparred with various combatants on the field long after his shift ended, feeding off the energy in the air. While fully occupying, the exercise could not prevent his last conversation with Seren from stewing in the back of his mind. He was anxious to see if Roth’s research could confirm or deny Seren’s claims that the Teravere had lost their powers as a punishment for base treachery. In spite of his exhaustion after training, he was almost eager for his nightly meeting with Roth.

It was nearly midnight when he entered the cold, dark study. There were no candles on the desk, but a lit candelabra sat on the window ledge where Lord Roth stood with a weary posture, looking out into the dark courtyard below.

“You’ll not have heard yet, I suppose?”

“My lord?”

“The king has died. Not half an hour ago.” Roth turned away from the window, his movements heavy.

“God rest his soul,” Corin said automatically, feeling the guilt of relief. The wait was finally over. “Did he die peacefully?”

“It did not look particularly comfortable.”

“I am sorry to hear it.”

“He was troubled in his spirit, as well. The poor man lost a bride when he was young, you recall. He actually expressed a belief that she could still be alive.”

“I am sorry to hear that his heart was disturbed by past griefs.” Corin did not feel the sentiments of sympathy. He was sorry that any man should suffer in a deathbed of pain and regret, but he knew the rumors. If any sin should haunt King Ormand until the last, this one should. The peasant girl had likely been better off dying young than living as his unwilling queen. Just as Seren was better off wherever she was.

Suddenly, Corin’s conviction was clear as a Noveris sky. Seren had made the best, bravest choice possible. He’d felt it for many hours of conversations now, but had never laid his change of heart out so starkly in his mind.

“Truth be told, it troubles me as well,” Roth said. He turned back to the window. “You know, it has been rumored for years that the queen did not die. That she used her considerable powers to slip the hook, as it were.”

Corin looked sharply at him. “The court gossips are easily inflamed.”

Roth continued, musing aloud, “Vasili is sure to have sent out men already. I shall have to do the same.”

Corin’s pulse quickened, and he attempted a laugh of disbelief. “You cannot be serious. To what end?”

“To look into the whereabouts of the former queen, of course.”

“You don’t believe that the king—God rest his soul—knew his own mind when he claimed that the queen was alive, do you?”

Lord Roth picked up the candelabra and carried it to the desk. “Sir Corin—you are looking well.”

“I—what?” Corin was caught off guard by the pivot.

“Your extraordinary feats on the training grounds are daily the talk of the palace, did you know that?”

“I have no time to listen to chatter, nor can I be so easily manipulated.” He stood opposite Roth. “Tell me why you believe that a queen—a captive queen, as we all know she was—could have faked her own death so easily?”

Roth sat down with a deep sigh. “I would not believe you easily manipulated. I only mean to remind you that your claim to the throne is good. Your chances of winning the tournament are high, as I am sure you’re well aware. The object of our study and efforts is close at hand. The last thing we need right now is the reappearance of a royal. The king was remarkably lucid in his final days—keen, even, in his final hours. It is well-known among his closest advisors, his physician, and attendants. It was only during those hours of lucidity, when he finally had the full, sharp attention of his entourage, that his words concerning the queen were uttered.”

Lord Roth leaned forward. “You may not take those words seriously, but rest assured, you are among the minority. In the dark days after the queen’s passing, His Majesty babbled to anyone who would listen about how odd it was that the queen’s ring was on the wrong finger when she died, how strange her final words had been—although he never said what they were. He was wildly suspicious, insisting that it all meant something. He interrogated everyone from her lady-in-waiting, to her physicians, to the kitchen maids, and none too gently. He consulted in private with hill-monks and hedgewitches . . . even sent out secret search parties. Rumors took shape from there, and while his quickly deteriorating mental state put most to rest, some never died.

“There may be not just one, but two unaccounted royals loose in Stelauris. Women though they be, their claims could yet trump yours, or even bring us to war. My sources tell me that Vasili is highly interested in pursuing this, likely because of the widely known fact that he has no faith in the champion he’s chosen, and his ongoing, private searches for the princess have proven fruitless.” Roth’s eyes grew thoughtful. “If this wild belief of the king’s has any truth, Seren might even be with her mother.”

Corin gripped the back of the chair before him. “Even now, you consider the missing princess, and her dead mother, to be a threat to your schemes? Those women are better off wherever they are, dead or alive, than here in Felaurum, victim to the plotting of the king’s vile council. The princess is gone because the council intended to entrap her and tear her life into further shreds.”

Roth sprang to his feet, and Corin took a startled step back.

Roth’s expression was almost grief-stricken. “Sir Corin, it pains me for you to think so ill of me, but you are right—I was too indecisive, I failed to act . . . You must know that I wish for no harm to come to the princess—or to the queen, if she is yet alive. I believe them to be more a danger to themselves—or in danger from the opportunistic Vasili, if anything.” He spat the name out like venom. “Suppose one, or both of them, were to think of returning to claim the throne? If they were persuaded—by some means or other—by one who would make them his puppets? Vasili has both the means and the conscienceless methods to get what he wants out of people.” He shook his head, reaching out to steady himself on the desk.

Corin just watched him, unwilling to accept this evidence of remorse and concern.

Lord Roth continued, “It may not take much to convince either one of them, if they are alive, to return now that His Majesty is dead, but it would lead to their destruction. The tournament plans are widely known. Nobles have chosen their champions. You are well aware of the atmosphere—it is filled with the excitement of the upcoming tourney, the stakes being what they are. If the princess or the queen were to return, with the crown in their sights, it could mean civil war. They would doubtless be able to scrape together enough followers to revolt, more with Vasili helming the rebellion, but the nobles and contenders with their hearts set on ascension by combat would crush them. You may still take the throne, but your coronation would be a bloody one. Another blight in the history books of Stelauris. I want to stop such a thing from occurring before it begins.”

“How?” Corin asked warily. He wished he knew exactly where Seren was—and that she was safe.

“I will tell my own private search parties to double their efforts, and send some to the hedgewitches in Felaurum.” He sighed. “Yes, foolish though it may sound, I have no other leads. For years now, we all have been dismissing the rumors that the queen might be alive, but I am aware of enough of the story to know that it has been kept alive by the hedgefolk, even those within the city. Any that were in Felaurum nearly twenty years ago would be our only link to possible mischief surrounding the circumstances of the death, and no doubt Vasili’s men have already begun. They won’t ask nicely either.” His lips thinned.

“A lot of energy to be wasted on the rantings of a madman on his deathbed,” Corin observed. His mind was reaching for something that he couldn’t quite put shape to. He sat slowly, considering. “You’re still looking for the princess, too, then?”

“Yes,” Roth admitted. “I have sent scouting parties here and there. I’m sure you understand why it’s been kept quiet.”

“And if you find her, what will you do?”

Roth said nothing for a long moment, then folded his hands on his lap and looked Corin in the eye. “That would be a matter for my future king to decide.”

Corin left the room a quarter of an hour later and walked quickly down the corridors amid the earth-deep reverberations of His Royal Highness’ death knell. He had a feeling he had forgotten something that he’d meant to do or say, but he didn’t care. Reflexively, as if reaching for a cup to quench his thirst, he stretched toward Seren with his mind and felt an agitated presence forming on the other end. He stopped himself just short of saying her name and pulled away with effort.

His mind was cluttered with chaos, but a path formed, hazily, through the mire.
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Corin found the old woman’s house easily enough. Brit, the maid who used to serve Seren, had looked mildly suspicious when he asked if she could point him in the direction of the hedgewitch who had visited Seren, but she complied without comment.

He removed his Guard tunic and covered his armor in a long cloak before approaching the narrow door of the tall, skinny house, one in a row of identical rickety structures near the eastern edge of the city. The road was cramped and smelly, not far from Scale Bridge, which crossed the city’s moat and was primarily used by fishmongers coming up from the harbor. Hedy’s door was festooned with dried flowers that had long since lost their perfume.

She answered the door at his first knock. Clear amber eyes stared indifferently up at him out of a small, withered face. Dried garlands similar to the flowers that decorated the front door were hung about her neck, and she was draped with what appeared to be at least four thin, gauzy shawls. Mud caked her hems.

“Er, good morning.” He cleared his throat. “Are you Hedy? The hedgewitch who frequents the palace?”

She nodded abruptly.

“I was wondering if we could talk.”

After a pause, she nodded again, but did not budge to allow him inside. Corin thought this very prudent of her under the circumstances.

He hushed his voice. “Did you, by chance, serve the late queen? Many years ago, before her death?”

This time, Hedy paused even longer before offering her short, jerky nod again. The flowers that were tucked behind her ears wobbled. To his dismay, tears filled her eyes.

“Please forgive me for bringing it up. But I need to know. Do you recall the circumstances of her death?” Corin was feeling rather foolish as he questioned the old woman, especially when she pursed her lips and snorted loudly, staring at him. But then Corin felt a stirring of intuition.

“Do you mind if I—” He gestured awkwardly that he would like to come in, but she just shifted her own body closer to his and shook her head, so that he felt compelled to take a small step back.

“She died in childbirth.” Hedy’s voice was much louder than his.

“I always heard that she’d died from the poison,” Corin said, feeling his pulse quicken.

The hedgewitch’s cheeks flushed a dull purple. “Most people do these days.” She lowered her eyebrows in a dark expression that Corin thought was meant to appear ominous.

“Did you see her while she was ill?”

She shook her head. “Last visit was to see the babe, before she got sick.”

“But you said—”

She shook her head, irritated. “I forget things. I’m old!” She glared fiercely up at him. “Anyway, bit later, I heard she’d passed. That’s all.” She started to shut the door.

“Wait—” Corin said quickly. “Do you know anything, anything at all about Princess Seren?”

She narrowed her eyes and pursed her wrinkled lips. “I know they say she’s dead.”

“Do you know where she might have been heading when she left?”

“Are you saying she ain’t dead?”

“Or, perhaps, how she left?” Corin persisted as he looked down at her ornery face. She knew something.

“I know that poor girl is in a better place now than she were. Excuse me now, I have eggs on the hob.” She started to turn.

“Just a moment. Please. The woman who left the palace with you, shortly before the princess disappeared.”

Hedy froze, and her cheeks blanched.

Corin bent to her, voice near a whisper, “Did she live? Where is she?”

The old woman leaned closer also, her eyes fierce. “I don’t know,” she hissed. “You’re too late. They’ve already come and taken her, poor thing.” She straightened, feet planted in a stance of defiance. “Drag me in, too, now, why don’t you? I’ve got nothing to say.”

“I don’t want to hurt you,” Corin said gently. “I want to help her. Who was it that came?”

“Four men, just this morning. Wearing a livery I didn’t know. I told ’em she were weak.” She sniffed, and a fat tear rolled down her wrinkled cheek. “But they ran roughshod over my rooms and took her, not a bit careful.”

“Do you know who sent them? Where they were going?”

She shook her head. “I’ve been working on it, but they broke my glass.” Her lips twisted in an expression of fury that would have been comical if not for the heartbreak behind it.

“Is there someplace safe that you can go? I want to help—but you aren’t safe here. Those men are not the only ones looking for your friend.”

She snorted and shook her head, not answering.

“Please. If there’s anywhere you can go, just for a little while, I think you should.” He inclined his head. “Thank you for your help. I promise to do my best for your friend.”

But Hedy scuttled back into her house and shot Corin a dark look as she shut the door with finality.
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SEREN

The water was silent, dark and speckled with the early spring rain. Estrid removed her hand from the surface of the pool and frowned at it. Disconcerted, she shook the water from it, straightened her spectacles, and leaned forward again, placing her palm on the dimpled surface of the scrying pool. My chest and throat tightened as I watched her.

“Hedy?” Estrid called out in a clear voice. She closed her eyes tightly for a moment, then leaned back again.

“What’s happening?” I whispered.

“Nothing. Nothing at all.” Estrid placed her hands on her knees and stared into the pool in a vexed manner.

“I’m going to try,” I declared.

“Very well. Just focus on Hedy this time, not Danika, and call her name if you must.”

After a brief, habitual mind cloaking, I placed my palm flat on the surface of the water and closed my eyes. Focusing all of my attention on the hedgewitch, I pushed past the roar of gold that always greeted me and said her name aloud. The suffocating gold evaporated, and I felt as if I were standing alone in an empty room, with nothing but grey light slanting through, blinding me to any detail of my surroundings. I called her name again, but was met with only stillness and silence.

With growing anxiety, I turned my focus to my mother and called for her. Nothing about my vision changed, but I felt a sudden, cutting sting in my arm, and a wild burst of fear.

I pulled back with a gasp and knelt, motionless, on the rock while the world spun around me for a moment. Then I briefly inspected my arm and found no injury. I looked up at Estrid, who was still staring into the water and looking immensely irritated. I told her what I’d felt.

“Come,” she said quickly, rising gracefully.

“Seren.”

The voice rang suddenly, urgently through my head. Estrid misinterpreted the alarm that crossed my face and began speaking in an undertone as we walked.

“Seren!” Corin’s voice came again.

“Yes?” I answered hesitantly in my mind, uncomfortable communicating with both Corin and Estrid at the same time.

“Your companion—the woman who left your chamber with a hedgewitch before your . . . disappearance—do you know who she is?”

My breath caught in my throat.

“Why?”

“Because, whether true or not, I think someone believes that she is your mother. The late queen. And they’ve taken her.”

“No!” The word escaped in a sharp cry.

“Seren?” Estrid looked at me anxiously.

“Mother is—she’s been taken. By someone who knows who she is.”

“What?”

“Just—just a minute.” My voice was shaky.

“Who took her?”

“I don’t know. But I suspect Lord Vasili. I’m sorry. I’m handling this very wrong. There’s quite a lot of upheaval just now, and I believe Vasili has taken your former governess. For political reasons.”

A cold bolt shot through me.

“Political reasons. How did he—”

“Seren?”

“One more minute,” I said to Estrid. “I will explain everything, I promise. Just give me a minute. Please.” I sat on a wet stump and held my head in my hands, blocking out Estrid’s anxious face and pouring all of my focus on Corin.

“Can you do anything to help her? I know it’s a lot to ask, but—”

“I want to help. I want you to stay put wherever you are and let me help. But do you have any idea where Vasili is likely to have taken her? I’ve already searched his palace rooms, the dungeons, and will ride to his southern holding if necessary, but—”

“He’s rumored to have rooms in Harrowdam, but it’s kept quiet.”

“Good. I will let you know what I find. Please stay put, wherever you are.”

I raised my head from my hands. I wanted to ask why he was helping me. Why I should trust him. But it didn’t really matter. I had no choice.

Estrid was kneeling next to me. “You didn’t cloak the magic. And I think I’ve sensed that activity before. What is going on in your head, Seren?” Her eyes were wide.

“A voice,” I told her, attempting a wry smile but failing. “I don’t know why, but I have a mental connection with a guard in Felaurum.” I rushed past this revelation, hoping she would let it lie. “He told me that he believes my mother is in danger and has been taken by Lord Vasili. He will use her for his own gain—perhaps to win the favor of the king. If Vasili hands my mother back to him—” I stood in agitation.

Estrid rose as well, repeating fragments of my words in a whisper to herself, as if trying to make sense of them.

“I need to go.” My voice was tight with urgency.

She searched my eyes. “Do you trust him?” she asked.

Such a complicated question. “I—yes.”

She nodded slowly, her eyes round and her face very white. “Then we must go.”
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Going back to Felaurum, the setting of my nightmares, warred against my every instinct. The king had not looked well in the vision the pool showed me, but he was still the king. He wielded so much power, and now he was looking for my mother. If he were to draw us both back into his web, could we ever escape again? But perhaps I always knew I’d go back . . . although, I never foresaw Estrid accompanying me. She was astonishingly, stubbornly decided.

The painstaking pace at which she packed small satchels for each of us was enough to make me nearly burst with impatience. I wanted to race out the door, but now that her shock had worn off a bit, Estrid saw the necessity of thoroughly preparing to leave her hearth. She also took the opportunity to question me about my conversations with Corin.

“You truly trust him?” she asked, jaw tight.

I was silent for a moment as I sealed a full waterskin. I thought of our last conversation about the Teravere, his initial lie about where he came from, and the vision I had in the pool. I had reasons not to trust him. But if I told Estrid this, she would caution against using his help to find my mother, and I needed it.

“I trust that he is telling me the truth,” I finally responded. “He hasn’t told me to come back to Felaurum, or even asked where I am.” Recently.

Estrid nodded rapidly, as if quelling her own doubts.

“He has promised to try to help us find her. And I have more useful spells at my disposal now,” I said, giving her a smile. “Thanks to you.”

This elicited a reluctant smile in return. “True. And you’ll have me.”

“I see no reason to put you in danger.”

“Well, I do,” she said, and the harshness in her voice made me look up. Her eyes were teary. She sniffed loudly. “I’m coming,” she repeated in a clearer voice as she fastened the satchel.

“Thank you,” I acquiesced quietly, knowing what a momentous decision it was for her, and that it was useless to argue.

We continued to make our plans throughout the afternoon and evening, deciding to leave at nightfall. The journey would take us three days on foot, but thanks to the working I’d used to pack my ball gowns into walnuts—and now wielded more skillfully—we could travel light.

As we stepped out into the starlight, thickly cloaked and battling with our private fears, Corin’s last words to me repeated themselves like a warning bell:

“Please stay put, wherever you are.”
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Harrowdam Hunt

CORIN

It was now so warm and bright on the training field that the glare shining off the shields and swinging blades was almost blinding. Corin had risen from a fitful night, haunted by unremembered, dark dreams. The training ground provided a welcome outlet, but still, he was out of sorts as he sparred with Argan. The man had been pestering and taunting him for weeks to have a go at him, but Corin’s responsibilities had kept him from accepting the challenge. Now that the king was dead, the official news of the tournament had spread. A date had been set, just a few days hence. The fields had been cleared of all usual training, and all knights, nobles, and members of the Guard who hoped to compete were welcome to use the palace’s training fields to prepare.

Corin parried the onslaught of blows that Argan rained down on him, waiting for the larger man to tire himself. It didn’t take long; soon, Argan was winded as a lathered stallion and squinting fiercely through the sweat that dripped into his eyes. Corin set his jaw in satisfaction as Argan’s attacks grew weaker and he misstepped, catching himself in an awkward stagger. The man would be easy enough to take out in the initial melee, and good riddance. Argan had never forgotten or stopped grumbling in the crudest terms about his hatred for the presumed-dead princess, who he felt had earned him the scars on his back.

Taking advantage of Argan’s stumble, Corin cut in quickly and battered him backward, then disarmed him in one clean, practiced flick of his wrist. Stepping back, he lowered his shield and sword. But Argan was not ready to accept defeat. Rather, he scooped up his own sword in his right hand and, with his left, dropped his shield and scraped up a handful of gravel, which he hurled straight at Corin’s eyes.

Almost too late, Corin saw his opponent’s intent and raised his shield to protect his face. A sharp stone found its mark, however, and broke open a stinging cut across his cheek. In one swift movement of swelling anger, he lowered his shield, placed his boot on Argan’s chest, and shoved him to the ground. Still unsteady, Argan went down easily. Corin kept his foot firmly on Argan’s chest and placed the tip of his sword against his neck.

“Cowards will be easily spotted in the arena.” Corin leaned into the weight that he pressed down onto Argan. “You’d better hope—”

A firm hand grabbed his forearm and pulled, hard. Corin was forced to release Argan, and he glared wrathfully back at his captor.

“What are you doing?” Corin growled, as Arc allowed his grip to be shaken loose.

“Stopping you from making a right fool out of yourself,” Falon answered, standing nearby with his arms crossed.

Argan was heaving himself to his feet.

“Now clasp hands like knights of Stelauris,” Arc said loudly.

Corin saw that his usually genial mate was not smiling.

“You can’t be serious.”

“Corin,” Falon warned.

Annoyed, Corin thrust his arm in Argan’s general direction. But the other man ignored the proffered limb and stormed off the field, shedding his shield and sword roughly.

Corin glared at his friends. “What was that all about?” he asked stiffly.

“You’re the standard here, mate. Many of us are counting on you to win this tournament, or at least set the tone for how it’s going to play out. We need you to maintain your example,” Arc told him. “Or this is going to get ugly really bloody fast.”

Falon stepped forward, eyes fixed on Corin. “You’ve been a bit . . .”

“Obsessed,” Arc supplied.

“Driven,” Falon continued. “Concerning the tournament. I get it. It’s an amazing opportunity, and if anyone should win the crown this way, it should be you. But not like this.”

“Like what? Like a fighter?” Corin challenged. “Like a man who hates dishonorable cowards?” He ripped off his gloves. His head was pounding. “Never mind. I’m done for today anyway.”

He strode off the field, and his friends did not follow. The black flags that flapped on the palace ramparts had been doubled in number. While the sight of them stirred something unidentifiable inside Corin, for the first time since they were raised, they did not move him.
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Corin lay on his bed, having skipped the evening meal, running through the various bouts he had engaged in that week. In hand-to-hand combat, he usually came out the winner. There were a few of the Guard who could take him, and he was not so sure he could withstand more than one if the larger, more seasoned fighters chose to ally against him in a melee. Since the official determination that the final bout would not necessarily be fought to the death, he’d been considering asking Arc and Falon outright if they planned to enter the tournament. If so, he wanted to know if they would be interested in allying together during the first round, but after today . . .

He was thinking through his possible opponents for the final, one-on-one match of the tournament, when a voice in his head startled him.

“Corin? Have you had any luck in Harrowdam?”

Corin bolted upright in bed. He didn’t know how he could have forgotten, but his self-imposed mission, to find Seren’s companion before more danger could befall her, had slipped his mind. He felt disoriented by the realization.

“Not yet,” was all he could bring himself to reply.

She made no answer, although he felt a simmering tension through their tenuous connection. In agitation, he threw his feet over the side of his bed and had just shoved them into his boots, when Falon and Arc entered, smelling of roasted meat and ale from their evening meal. They looked as if they’d braced themselves to face him.

“Listen,” Corin began. “I behaved stupidly on the training fields today, and you were right.” He took a deep breath, deciding not to rush his apology, as much as he wanted to get it over with. “I’ve been preoccupied and have been setting a poor example. You were right to speak up—I won’t let it happen again. I apologize for being an idiot.” He felt sweat prickling his neck, and he didn’t know if it was the sudden discomfort of the apology, or the fact that he was trembling with the need to move, to make up for foolishly lost time.

Arc and Falon glanced at one another, and Corin shifted uncomfortably.

Falon spoke first. “It’s forgotten,” he said with a firm nod.

Arc clapped a hand on Corin’s shoulder. “It’s easy to lose your way now and then. It’s in the past.”

Corin released his breath. “Thank you.” He looked at his two friends and made a decision. “I know I don’t deserve to ask a favor of either of you, but how would you feel about helping me rescue a dead queen?”
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Corin explained as quickly as he could. His summary excluded the part of the story that included Seren, and he glossed over how he’d happened upon the lead that Vasili might be holding the woman in Harrowdam. Thankfully, Arc immediately verified that there were many rumors that the oily lord had private rooms at one of the inns there. They quickly accepted that the woman was likely in danger, whether she was the true queen or not, and readily offered their assistance. Corin felt that he did not deserve such loyalty, but Seren did, so he gratefully bypassed his own shortcomings and focused on the rescue mission.

It was fully dark by the time they reached Harrowdam. The port village was fuller than usual, thanks to the upcoming tournament that brought an influx of hopeful contenders and curious spectators from the islands to the Stelauris shores.

They tethered their horses to the nearest rail and took the streets on foot.

Arc assumed the lead. “I know I heard it was either The Sow and the Stone, or the Stone and the Shield,” he tossed over his shoulder as his long-legged strides carried him down the filth-strewn boardwalk and toward the first of the two inns—the Stone and the Shield.

The tallest, brightest building along the boardwalk, the Stone and the Shield certainly seemed the more likely of the two establishments to hold the private rooms of a luxury-loving lord. Although Corin held no illusions about why Vasili held private rooms in Harrowdam, he doubted if the man would stoop to patronizing the dirty inn that Corin had dragged himself to months ago.

Inside, the inn was spacious and full, bright with polished wood tables and beams, and multiple fires to warm the cheerful, noisy clientele that filled the common room. Corin and his friends made their way to the bar and elbowed out a space just big enough for the three of them to stand. It took them some time to catch the eye of the stout innkeeper, who looked flustered and overheated, yet pleased with his booming business. After ordering a drink for each of them, both to thank his friends for their assistance and to commend them to the innkeeper, Corin caught the eye of the man before he could bustle off.

“You’ve a fine establishment here, sir. I’ve even heard that one of your regular patrons is one of the king’s own lords, God rest his soul. Which one is it, the fat one, the ancient one, or that one that looks like a little rag doll?”

His friends feigned laughter as they took swigs of their ale.

“Wouldn’t that be something?” The red-faced little man beamed. “But, fine a place as I run, palace folk aren’t the sort that come here!”

“Never put up any of their men here?” Arc put in. He winked. “And their ladyfolk?”

The innkeeper’s smile disappeared, and his face grew stern and cold. “I should think not. Mine is a respectable business. Good evening.”

Corin set his ale on the counter and turned as the man huffed away. “She’s not here,” he said.

“Wait a minute, Corin,” Falon said. He downed his drink, then followed Corin out the door. “Just like that? You don’t want to question the servants or anything?”

Corin couldn’t explain it and didn’t care to try. The woman wasn’t there. He didn’t know how he knew after the brief interaction with the innkeeper, but he did.

“I just don’t think she’s there,” he said as they stepped into the cool night. “But if the night turns up empty, we should go back to question the servants.” He added the last bit because he thought Falon’s idea had been a good one, though he fully believed it would be unnecessary.

The door of the inn creaked open, then slammed shut again directly behind them, and a hand clapped on Corin’s shoulder, startling him. An unsteady, slightly slurred voice spoke loudly.

“Been a long time since I’ve seen you lads.”

“Sir Kaius!” Falon was the first to recover. He placed a fist over his heart in salute. Arc and Corin followed suit. “It’s been ages, sir!”

Pleased as he was to see the man, Corin was anxious to keep moving. “I hope you’re well, sir?” he said, barely keeping his impatience in check.

“Well as can be expected. I’ve been looking for that poor lass—for the princess. On my own—keeping it quiet. No luck, though.” His eyes were puffy and shadowed, and his usually clean-cut appearance was grizzled. “They’ve done something awful,” he said, attempting to pitch his tipsy voice low, but failing. “I just know it. I couldn’t serve under that—well, not after she disappeared without a trace. Something rotten is afoot. Came back here when the trail went cold.” His voice was choked up.

Corin was struck with sudden sympathy. Sir Kaius had been a well-respected man of standing, but the news of Seren’s disappearance had clearly undone him. Corin remembered that she had flourished under his guidance.

“Come with us, sir,” Corin urged. Arc raised his eyebrows in surprise, although Falon nodded stoutly. “I have no answers for you concerning the princess. But we are searching Harrowdam for another lady in danger and could use a man of your skills.”

Sir Kaius looked at each of them with a shrewd eye, which he belied by staggering slightly sideways. “I’m your man,” he said in a careful, solemn tone that clearly conveyed his determination to appear as if he were not the slightest bit drunk.

“Happy to have you, sir!” Arc said, shooting Corin a doubtful look.

Corin avoided his friends’ eyes and had to bite his cheek to keep his amusement from showing.

They made their way toward The Sow and the Stone, taking dark alleys that smelled of rotting fish. After a turn, Corin was convinced they were going the wrong way. But the village was small, and soon they saw the swinging sign, painted a faded pink with black letters heralding “The Sow and the Stone.” A chipped smudge at the bottom may have once born an artist’s rendition of a sow, or possibly a lumpy stone.

Corin followed his friends to the door, Sir Kaius trailing, then stopped short. “Wait,” he said sharply. They both paused and glanced back at him. “She’s not here either,” Corin stated.

This time there was no mistaking the look that passed between the other two young men, exasperation written clear in their expressions.

“Shouldn’t we have a look, at least? Ask a few questions?” said Falon.

“Sure. You two go ahead. But I—” Corin battled embarrassment even as something deep within pulled so hard for him to turn around that he took two steps backward. “I need to check back this way first.”

“What do you say?” Falon asked Arc, who was looking at Corin with a baffled expression.

“I—whatever. The night is young. Let’s follow Corin, then circle back and do this the right way, eh?” Arc’s mild demeanor was congenial, as usual, although Corin detected the barest edge of annoyance in his voice.

Falon nodded. “You feeling normal, Corin?” he asked bluntly as they moved away from the inn door.

Corin answered honestly. “I—don’t know. But somehow, I just feel like I know where she is. Thank you for putting up with all of this. I owe you more than a drink. At least two,” he joked uneasily.

To his relief, his friends grinned as they followed him back down one of the dark, damp alleys they’d just vacated. Sir Kaius observed the interaction silently, following without question.

Corin gave in to it fully now, that uncanny, relentless tugging at him that said the woman they sought was deeper into the heart of the village, where the houses were dark and crammed together unsteadily. He sped up their pace, following the invisible path before the sixth sense left him completely. Was he mad? Quite possibly.

He stopped short in front of a tinker’s shop that had seen better years. The faint glow of a candle illuminated drab window hangings on the upper floor, but the lower was dark. Corin tried the heavy iron handle, but it was firmly locked.

“She’s in there, is she?” Arc whispered as he and Falon drew closer.

Corin nodded as he took a step back and looked up at the window. It wouldn’t be an easy climb, but certainly possible. The broken millstone and heap of rusted, discarded ironwork under the window concerned him, though.

“There’s a lady being held in there?” Sir Kaius asked.

“I believe so. Lord Vasili’s doing.”

Sir Kaius gave a violent start. “Why didn’t you say so before?”

“Because I can’t be positive.”

“The man’s a blackguard.” Sir Kaius began striding towards the door, fist raised.

Falon grasped the man’s arm. “No good knocking if a woman’s being held prisoner inside.”

Arc piped up. “Leave it to me.” He fished inside a pouch on his belt and produced a thin bit of angled steel. “A hobby,” he said, and in the darkness, Corin could imagine the wink that accompanied the words.

After several long, breathless minutes while Corin, Falon, and Sir Kaius kept a tense lookout, the latch finally disengaged with an audible click. Arc stepped back and held out a hand to show that the door was now open to them.

“After you,” he mouthed.

Corin nodded his thanks, then pushed the door open as silently as he could. The hinges were well-oiled and emitted hardly a creak.

The interior was dark and cramped. He heard the striking of flint behind him as Sir Kaius lit a candle in a sconce just inside the door, and the dull orange light revealed a dusty, disused shop, crammed with cluttered worktables. The others came in behind them and shut the door. After a brief look around to ascertain that the single room was empty of human presence, Corin moved silently toward a narrow staircase that led to the upper level. He paused at the bottom of the stairs and listened. He heard no voices, but some creaking clearly indicated a person moving about the floor above them.

The scrape of metal behind him made him turn. Sir Kaius had drawn his sword. After a moment’s hesitation, the rest of them followed suit.

“You all have hoods?” Sir Kaius asked in a hushed voice.

Corin pulled his over his head immediately. He should have thought of that; he didn’t know who was in the room, but it would be wise to avoid being recognized.

There was only one room upstairs, and a faint line of light was visible at the seam of the door. There were no more sounds of movement, which told him that their ascent had been noticed. A sharp cry split the silence and was swiftly muffled. Corin’s heart began to race. Picking the lock again seemed pointless—he decided to brazen it out.

He pounded on the door. “Open up!” he commanded.

After a pause, a male voice growled, “Passphrase?”

A weak voice elicited a frantic, choked noise. Corin’s gut instincts did not go so far as to supply him with a passphrase.

“His lordship’s orders. Open up!” he shouted louder, with more authority this time. After a pause, a bolt was undone, and the door opened a crack.

Corin did not hesitate.

He rammed his full body weight into the door, feeling the force of Sir Kaius joining him on his right. The door was ricketier than Corin had anticipated, and the whole thing came crashing off its hinges.

“Unimaginative passphrase,” Arc coughed from somewhere behind him as dust puffed into their faces.

The room was dimly lit by a single candle. Dust rose from the floor, and for a moment, that was all that he could see. Then, a figure lurched at him from the left, having apparently just missed being flattened by the door. Before Corin could react, Falon held out his sword to the man’s neck, stopping him in his tracks, and Arc swooped in and brought the hilt of his sword down hard upon the man’s bare head.

The guard crumpled to the floor, and Arc sheathed his sword. “Doubt if he’ll remember anything.” He bent over the body. “It might be Vasili’s livery. So dirty, though, that I can’t be sure.”

Corin’s eyes were still adjusting to the light, but the sound of someone taking in short, quick breaths drew his attention to a dark corner of the room.

“It’s all right,” he said, standing completely still. “We’re here to help you. Are there any other guards here, to your knowledge?”

The panicked breaths continued.

“Take your time,” said Falon, also holding very still. “Breathe in slowly through your nose.”

Sir Kaius picked up the stubby candle that flickered forlornly on a table on the side of the room opposite the prisoner and held it out as he drew slowly nearer. “That’s it, nice and easy does it,” he said in a voice well suited to soothing a spooked horse. He stopped moving when the light fell over the woman in the corner, who was struggling to her feet and keeping her back against the wall.

Corin didn’t recognize her—it could not be Seren’s companion who had gone to live with the hedgewitch. While of a similar age, perhaps, this woman was smaller, her petite frame dwarfed by the heavy black gown and shawl that swathed her. The roots of her hair were a bright red with a sheen of gold (a very familiar shade), and the rest was a light brown, liberally streaked with red. Her lightly lined face was pinched with pain and marked with the salt-tracks of tears. Her eyes, blue under fair lashes and brows, were wide and terrified, and she clutched at her arm, where blood trickled from the inner crook of her elbow.

“We’re here to help,” Corin repeated. “Who did this to you?”

She took a brief moment to steady her breathing, then spoke in a quiet, clear voice. “I don’t know. The guards referred to his lordship when they were carrying out their orders. I’ve only seen two guards . . . I think only one was here tonight.”

Suddenly, Sir Kaius uttered a cry and stepped closer to the woman. He instantly dropped to his knee and bowed his head. Corin felt mildly embarrassed that one of the poor woman’s rescuers was drunk.

“Do you know when they—” Corin began, but Sir Kaius interrupted.

“Show some respect, lads,” he said sharply. Then, in a gentler tone to the woman, “I thought I knew when I saw your face—I am wholly certain now that I hear your voice, my lady.”

Corin watched the woman as a tumult of emotions passed over her pale face. Terror was one, but there was grief and warmth there as well.

“Sir Kaius?” she said, her eyes widening.

“Yes, my lady. May I have a look at your arm?”

“Yes, please. It’s not too bad. They took some blood.” She removed her hand from the cut, and Sir Kaius examined it in the light of the candle as Corin and his friends watched.

“Messy job they did too. But it’s not too late to help you heal properly.” To the other three, he said, “We must get her someplace safe at once.”

“Why did they take her blood?” asked Arc warily.

The woman said nothing, but glanced at Sir Kaius.

“To ascertain if she is who they think she is, no doubt,” Sir Kaius said, wrapping a handkerchief around the wound. “There are some hedgefolk who claim they can reveal the bloodline if a certain quantity of blood is supplied. We’ll also need to get food and drink in her as soon as possible.”

“Is she who they think she is?” Falon asked with a quick glance at Corin.

Corin looked at the woman’s face, and his heart twisted at the familiar set of her mouth, the shade of her frightened eyes. This wasn’t who he’d expected to find, but he was certain that he knew who this was. He cleared his throat. “I believe I have the honor of introducing Her Majesty, Queen Danika of Stelauris.”
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Circling

SEREN

“Corin?”

One hour.

“Corin . . . can you tell me where she is?”

Another hour.

“I won’t ask anything else of you after this. I will leave you alone. No more mad princess witch in your head. Sound good?”

Half an hour.

“Where is she?”

Felaurum had been visible from the road since yesterday afternoon, but now the high, sand-colored stone walls finally loomed close. On the evening of our second day of the journey, Estrid and I had the good fortune of being overtaken by a caravan of peddlers and their families traveling to Felaurum to set up their booths for a tournament crowd, and they allowed us to ride in their wagons and camp with them for a small fee. Estrid didn’t want to risk it, at first, but the first two days of travel had been difficult for her, though she would never admit it. I convinced her that I would keep my cloak on and vigilantly mask my magic, and we’d arrive at Felaurum to find my mother much faster by wagon.

Corin had been difficult to reach. On the first day of our journey, I tried throughout the day to connect with him. Although I felt uncomfortable pressing him, the situation was urgent. By evening, he finally answered, only to tell me that he hadn’t had any luck in his search yet.

On the second morning, Corin told me that he’d found my mother. I knew, from the certainty in his tone, that he fully believed that the woman he found was in fact my mother, the queen. It opened a slew of unanswered questions between us, and there they lay, untouched and simmering. He told me he’d found a place where she would be safe for now. I hadn’t pressed him, intending to ask for more details when we reached the city.

Well, it was the third morning of our travels, and we’d reached the city—and so far, my persistent attempts to get his attention had gone unnoticed. My stomach was tying itself into a jumble of knots.

Only a few minutes had passed since my last attempt, but I couldn’t help it. The silence in my head was painful.

“Corin, I am sending someone to Felaurum for my mother. Please tell me where she is.”

Nothing.

The open gates and raised portcullis now loomed before us; high ramparts were bedecked with black silk flags that snapped against the steely sky. The wide moat bridge bottlenecked as the incoming traffic packed heavily into the open gateway. The road had become thick with travelers the further we journeyed from Scrying Hill.

I thought that those flags flapping smartly at the ramparts were my own death flags, which produced a sensation of eerie discomfort and satisfaction combined. I was dead to this city, so the king was no longer looking for me. But the chatter of the crowds pressing in around us as we progressed toward the gate revealed the actual truth. The flags weren’t for me.

Corin hadn’t told me that the king was dead.

Not only was he no longer looking for me, he never would again. Never would he suspect that I still lived and could be snared back into his knot of control. I truly was free of my darkest nightmare, and yet, releasing the horror of my tightest-held fear, that I would one day be found out and sent back to him, proved difficult.

The crowd jostled and vibrated with a strange, hopeful buoyancy that I numbly registered. Our caravan followed its flow into the city, and I accepted the squeeze from Estrid’s hand that told me that she’d heard the news as well.

Without word from Corin, the only place I could think of to go was to Hedy. I knew that she lived near Scale Bridge, but I was unsure where the bridge actually was. Neither Estrid nor I mentioned that Hedy might be hurt or in danger as well, but we both knew it was a possibility.

Once inside the city, we thanked and paid our cheerful hosts as they held tightly onto the brightly dyed bridles of their peeved donkeys. Estrid followed me as I tried to navigate the streets, which were packed with travelers seeking inns or a patch of grass to situate their wagons or tents, and screaming vendors who blared and waved their wares with gusto. Incongruent with the black flags lining the ramparts of the city and palace walls were the streamers of brightly colored flags that stretched across the roads, dangling above our heads. Some of them were painted or stitched with noble family crests, some familiar to me, some not. We heard many excited comments about “the tourney,” which I found odd, given that the kingdom was officially mourning the fresh loss of the king. Still, the unexpected circumstances were a boon to Estrid and me, as we were far less likely to attract notice, either coming or going, in such a crowd of strangers.

While I found the atmosphere overwhelming, it was a shock to Estrid’s senses, and I held her hand to reassure her that we wouldn’t be separated. I noted her struggling to even her breathing and whispering, “Here I am, here I am,” over and over to herself. Occasionally, she tapped her fingers against my hand, and as I glanced at her, I realized it was subconscious. Her lips were moving: “One, two, three, four, five.”

My heart filled with compassion. This was the city Danika had been dragged away to, the place where Meline had died. Felaurum frightened me too.

I took a deep breath, tried to ignore the jostling of the crowd, and felt the familiar cool ripple as I cloaked my magic. Then, I thought of my mother and focused on the combination of spell factors that directed my instincts toward locating her. Estrid chivvied me along, likely knowing what I was doing, and yet also frantic to avoid being trampled by foot traffic.

“Anything?” she asked, her voice tight.

“I’m getting the vaguest indication that we should head . . . northwest? But it’s too hard to get any more specific with all of this,” I said, twirling a finger in the air to indicate the overabundance of distractions. I was beginning to sweat under my heavy furs. The day was cool, but the crowd was not.

“And Hedy?”

“East, if I remember the districts correctly.”

“Then we start by going east.”

With a growing sense of desperation, wondering what had become of my connection with Corin, I took the nearest side street to our left. We hurried toward the east-end districts as night began to fall over the city.
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CORIN

The tournament would commence in two days, and Corin felt an almost yearning urgency for it to begin already. The build-up to the event was consuming him, yet wearing away his nerves like two stones incessantly grinding together. He left a dinner chamber in the north wing of the palace, head woolly from too much wine and the thick smoke that had eaten away the oxygen in the room, nettled by the unreachable sense that he was forgetting something.

The cream of the court nobles and their selected champions had dined together at Lord Gifrey’s invitation as a gesture of honorable goodwill toward one another. They’d magnanimously toasted each other’s chances in the tournament, while spiteful undercurrents of vainglorious ambitions wove through every utterance.

Corin’s head ached as he tried to parse every weighted word passed to him, until he finally stopped trying and simply waited for the evening to end. Many of the nobles seemed torn between treating him with coldness for rejecting their offers of sponsorships, or playing nice in the event that he became their next king. Lord Roth seemed to be enjoying himself more than most. When, at his earliest opportunity, Corin finally bid him and the others goodnight, he could hardly miss the twinkle in Roth’s amused eyes.

Corin was just about to pull his boots off and flop onto his bed to sleep off the wine and aches of the training field, when Arc entered and shut the door quietly behind him, a look of furtive triumph on his thin face.

Suddenly, Corin remembered what he’d forgotten. A wave of nausea hit him as he registered the fact that his mind had been unconsciously holding Seren’s voice at bay for hours. His pulse began to race and a prickling sweat broke out over his forehead.

“Falon managed to cry off his post for tonight and has taken the night watch for the ladies, and Sir Kaius has done a supply run.” Arc shook his head in amusement. “The man won’t leave the queen’s side now. He’s either—where you going?” Arc looked surprised as Corin began hastily re-lacing his boots and strapped his sword belt around his waist. “We’ve got this covered for tonight, you took first watch.”

“We need a plan for getting her out of the city as soon as possible,” Corin said. Seren’s words throughout the day were now seeping into the forefront of his consciousness. “Tournament will be in full swing soon, and if she were to be found while the city is teeming with hopefuls . . . it would be bad.” He stopped short of saying just how bad he believed it could be, but Arc’s grave expression said that he understood.

Corin threw his cloak around his shoulders. “I’ll go have a chat with her and Sir Kaius and see if we can come up with a plan. You get some rest. I’ll fill you in.”

Arc nodded and headed for his bunk. “Just don’t cross the hedgewitch. She’s pricklier and more protective than a mother spike-toad.”

Corin pulled his hood over his head as he slipped out into the city, keeping to the shadows. The shadows were harder to find than usual, as the city was alive with activity, sharp and loud and pungent. Torchlight and little campfires lit the streets. Revelers, city dwellers, and visitors alike, bit off the energy in the air with ferocity—dancing, singing, shouting, eating, drinking, brawling. Street vendors and peddlers were usually ordered off the streets by nightfall, but they did a rollicking business now, selling roasted meats and nuts, woven blankets, hand-carved musical instruments, brightly embroidered flags, and all manner of unusual wares from various corners of Stelauris.

Corin took a roundabout route and made frequent detours, pausing and checking to make sure he wasn’t being shadowed. As one of the champions, he wouldn’t put it past any of the competing lords to set someone to keep an eye on his movements, at the very least—and after the dark looks and ill-disguised jealousy of several of the guests at dinner, he knew that he couldn’t be too careful.

It wasn’t only the bright firelight and exuberant crowds that hindered his movements, nor the fear of being followed. As faintly as her voice had slipped through his mind during the past few days, Seren’s presence now filled him so forcefully that his head ached with the effort to concentrate on anything else. Every word she’d spoken, that he had somehow not heard, or had ignored, replayed itself. Corin felt unexpectedly distraught. He had—he admitted to himself—lived these past few months in an alert state of yearning for that voice. He’d reached out to her every day, and she’d almost always responded. Something about their connection had changed.

He had gone searching for the woman—the impossibly alive queen—not just because she was a lady in danger, or even to get her out of his own way, but to please and protect Seren. And yet, somehow, since then, his mind had begun to shut her out. He couldn’t imagine why. He had been distracted, full of thoughts of the tournament and the heavy responsibilities if he won. Had that preoccupation really been enough to shut out the voice that he’d grown so attached to?

Corin clenched his jaw as awareness of his own feelings flooded him with misery. No good could come of this, but he’d ushered it in most willingly.

And now, the connection was reopened. His hands shook, and a cold sweat accompanied the urgent voice in his head. He darted down a darker, quieter street, stopped under a stone archway, and leaned into the shadows of the cool masonry. He pulled his hood over his forehead, although he longed to fling off the heavy cloak and just breathe.

After several breaths that refused to steady him, he reached out and pushed past the words that continued to repeat.

“Seren.”

“Where are you? Where is she?” came the immediate response. “I’ve been—it doesn’t matter. Is my mother safe?”

Corin began to breathe a little easier. The urgent voice that had clamored for attention now retreated, replaced by Seren’s true, present voice. It was brittle with tension, but calmed him nevertheless.

“She is. I’m sorry about earlier . . . for my silence. She is safe, as well as the hedgewitch she was staying with. Sir Kaius is with them.”

“Sir Kaius?”

“He will loyally guard her with his life. Falon and Arc are also helping to keep her safe until we can get her out of the city. I promise you, they will not betray her.”

Corin almost felt as if he could sense her relieved smile, but knew it was likely his own imagination, his own pleasure at finally truly hearing her voice again.

“Where is she? I—I have a friend who will escort her out as soon as possible.”

“She’s . . .”

A flicker of torchlight . . . the press of a crowd. Music.

He paused, stunned. He knew then, as surely as he’d known where to find the queen in Harrowdam. The reason for his mind muffling her voice for days was still a mystery, but the solidity of her presence now made sense.

“You’re here, aren’t you? In the city.” He could not stop his smile, even though it was accompanied by a cold sliver of fear. This was the most dangerous place for Seren to be right now. He shouldn’t want to see her, but he did. He tried to quell his inappropriate excitement. Her silence was clear confirmation.

“Seren, where are you?”

“Can . . . can you just tell me where she is?” Her voice was quiet. Afraid.

“You’re here. It’s far too dangerous for you to be in Felaurum. Tell me where you are and I can take you to your mother. We can get you both to safety.”

Even as he said it, he felt a twist of pain. His mind raced. Vasili might be anxious enough to find the queen that he’d have watchers at the gate. Slipping them out in the retreating flow after the tournament would make more sense. But after the tournament . . . perhaps he would be the new ruler of Stelauris. Perhaps they wouldn’t have to leave. They could be publicly acknowledged under his protection.

But, and he knew this possibility was distinct, no matter how favored he was to win, he might not be the champion. And even if he was . . . would she ever speak to him again, knowing that he’d fought for a throne that, by right of current succession, should be hers? The thought came with a punch of guilt. Still, his ancient claim was stronger, and some invisible thread tugged him, harder and harder every day, to pursue it. For his father, for his forgotten line. For Noveris. No one with any say in the matter would agree to Seren taking the throne, anyway. They would put her away, one way or another. They would only honor the tourney.

He couldn’t work out how he felt, but he didn’t want to right then. Above all, he wanted to find Seren and get her to safety. With a mighty effort, he cleared his mind. She was silent still, but he could sense her. Stronger than usual, in fact.

Just like that night in Harrowdam, instinct guided him. He shrugged his cloak higher over his shoulders and strode down the alleyway that veered east, confident in every step.

A sudden, stinging pain in the center of his chest, so sharp that he was sure for a moment that he’d run down an invisible sword, stopped him in his tracks. He groped at his chest through his chain mail, which was intact. The sting seared again, stealing his breath, but as he looked down, he saw that he’d come to no harm; no blade out of the dark had found him, bloodletting or otherwise.

Leaning a hand against a filthy stone wall, he worked to steady his breathing and tune into his surroundings. Silence enveloped the alley.

“Corin? Are you all right?”

“Er—yes.” He shook his dazed head. The connection was still open. She must have sensed his inexplicable shock. Rubbing hard at his chest, he shoved away from the wall. Come what may, he was going to find Seren tonight. “Stay put and stay out of sight. I’ll see you soon.” In spite of the lingering pain in his chest and the foreboding that held him as tight as a bowstring, he smiled.
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SEREN

“Well?” Estrid asked, casting a wary eye over a man who had just belched out a huge flame to the shrieks of amazed onlookers. Hedy’s home had been tricky to find amid the wildness of the city-wide celebrations—and was dark and empty when we finally had. We left the abandoned dwelling quickly, afraid it was being watched. When Corin finally began responding to me, his presence in my mind had compelled us to try to find a quiet place to pause and allow me to communicate. I looked at Estrid.

“I need to see if I can locate her again. Now.”

“Was your friend unhelpful?” She frowned, pulling her gaze away from the revelers with a blink of disapproval.

“Let’s try back here.” I ignored the question and jerked my head around the corner behind me, toward a doorway that had been propped open to cool the ovens of a bakery. The fires and candles were out, and it appeared that the inhabitants had either gone upstairs to try to sleep through the din, or were out in the streets adding to it.

“We can stay just inside the doorway, and you can keep watch while I try to locate her again. It should only take a few minutes with less distraction.” I was very hot under my cloak now, even though the night had grown cool. My hair, now a muddy red as the inkfloret color faded, was curling damply around my face, and I felt itchy and bothered. Corin knew I was in Felaurum, and I was furious with myself for not concealing the secret better. It was almost as if I’d wanted him to know. I grit my teeth in irritation.

Estrid looked as discomfited by the thought of trespassing in the bakery as she had while watching the fire breather, but agreed that our options were limited. After multiple glances around us to make sure we weren’t observed, we ducked through the painted wooden door and into the dark, clean space.

I shut the door quietly behind us, muffling the sounds of the street. There was a large window at the front of the room, and firelight from the street danced along the cheery display of braided, egg-washed loaves. The ground floor of the bakery was small and empty, with a yeasty scent of cooling bread in the steam-dampened air. I dropped slowly to the floor and crouched there, holding the heel of my hand against my forehead. Estrid stood as motionless as a sentinel at the door.

I cloaked my magic, as I had done repeatedly since we’d entered Felaurum. I knew that I might be able to compose a more accurate locating spell if I used the spellbook, currently stuffed into a walnut shell with the moonsilver gown, but I was too agitated to hunt through the book now. I reached for the most logical spell components and focused on my mother with as much purpose as my energy would allow.

It was no use. Something was in the way. Corin’s presence wouldn’t back out of my mind this time—after days of struggling to get his attention, now he wouldn’t leave. I could almost hear his quick breaths, feel the wind sharp against skin; he was running. Feet pounding on packed dirt and broken cobblestones. Hands held loosely but at the ready to grasp the hilts of weapons. I wanted to ask him what he was doing . . . why he was still with me, but I knew. He was looking for me. If I spoke to him again, would it only make me easier to find?

And how was he so confident that he could find me? Fear and uncertainty gripped me. And excitement, if I was completely honest, but that was stupid and dangerous . . . and I wouldn’t acknowledge it, even as my heart thudded heavily in my chest. We had to find my mother . . . as much as I wanted, desperately wanted to trust Corin, I didn’t know how I truly could. He had begun the connection all of those months ago by asking over and over where I was. And now he was on the scent, hunting me down, and wouldn’t tell me where my mother was. I had to get to her before he found me first.

I cloaked my mind again—tighter, heavier, sliding locks and bolts into place, trying to shut him out of my consciousness as firmly as I shut out anyone who might detect my magic. With a mighty effort, I threw up barriers, until finally, his presence was only a shadow, or a ghost of Corin, slipping in and out.

Estrid was mercifully patient with me as I set my spells in place and put my mind through every necessary step to block out Corin and focus on my mother. She stood alert, fingers tapping, occasionally whispering soothingly to herself under her breath as she kept watch. Finally, after several long moments, I was ready. I reached for her hand, knowing that another of the star-blessed line would enhance the magic. Perhaps only slightly, but I needed the help.

I set the working in motion, as if gently starting a spinning top. I felt my mother’s warm presence, saw the glowing sketch of a sparsely lined map, and felt a pull toward the western side of the city. We had made our way almost to the center since leaving Hedy’s.

“She’s not far,” I whispered in relief, opening my eyes. Estrid let out a breath.

“I felt her too. Well done.”

I gave her a smile she likely couldn’t see in the dim light. “I know where to go. Come on.”

As we slipped out the door and back onto the swarming streets, I imagined myself leaving my connection with Corin severed, the remains lingering behind the bakery door. I couldn’t open my mind to him again.
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Blood Calls to Blood

CORIN

It was Falon who had found a place to hide Queen Danika and Hedy the hedgewitch.

The humble smithy had been in Falon’s family for generations and had passed on to him when he’d turned sixteen. While Falon pursued a different path in the Golden Guard, the small, clean workshop with an apartment above had stood empty on its quiet corner in the northwestern trade district of the city. Until two days ago, that is.

Corin never lost his focus as he followed instincts that guided him steadily closer to Seren, even as he felt her trying to shut him out. He didn’t waste an ounce of his concentration on contemplating this; he assumed she was afraid that he would turn her into the lords if he found her. He would worry about her trust when he got to her.

He was slightly bemused as the path before him became as clear as if he were following a trail of footprints. She was clever. Somehow, she’d figured out on her own where her mother was and had beaten him there. He’d decided against telling her the location, because he wanted to find her as soon as possible and escort her there safely himself, making absolutely sure that neither of them would be noticed. He realized now that he was an idiot.

His breath caught in his chest, and the guiding tug lurched as he rounded a corner and saw two figures darting quickly among the shadows towards Falon’s smithy.

He slowed to a halt, not wishing to frighten them. Although they were both cloaked, he knew with utmost certainty that one of the figures was Seren. They slowed when they came in sight of the smithy, but continued creeping toward it, keeping to the edge of the street.

The district was quieter than the center of the city, but there was still more than the usual amount of activity, with travelers, tradesfolk, and their families drinking cider that spiced the air and chatting around fires that dotted the sides of the cramped street. No one seemed to be paying any attention to the two figures making their way toward the old smithy. A soft light illuminated the threadbare curtains of the upper room.

He watched as they paused outside the door, perhaps unsure how to proceed. Then Seren placed her hand flat against the door, and it immediately swung inward. He felt a little thrill zip through him. The door had almost certainly been locked; only Falon had a key. He stopped waiting and watching as they stepped through the door, and strode forward, suddenly worried that the overly protective Sir Kaius would attack first, ask questions later.

With a final glance around, he approached the smithy and pushed open the now-unlocked door.

He needn’t have worried about Sir Kaius, for only Falon was downstairs. The room was dimly lit by a small fire, and Falon was scrambling to his feet in surprise, a bowl in one hand and a ladle in the other. His eyes widened as Corin stepped in after the two women.

“Look here, who—Corin? What’s going on, who is this?” There was a measure of relief now mixed with the confusion in his voice. “Had me worried. I thought I’d locked the door, didn’t hear a thing!”

Seren and her companion spun around when Falon looked over their heads and addressed Corin, who shut the door quietly.

“Don’t worry, you locked it,” he said.

He looked down at Seren. She wore the same strange, patchwork-fur cloak that she’d escaped the palace in, with a hood pulled over her hair. Falon had not been able to recognize her while she wore it, but the wide, blue eyes that stared up at Corin like a cornered cat’s were none but Seren’s. He felt his turbulence fade into a relieved sort of calm that he hadn’t felt in a very long time. She was here, and she was safe.

“Your Highness,” he said quietly, and bowed.

“Is this your friend?” spoke the woman beside Seren, pushing her own hood back. She wore small spectacles and an expression of anxious interest. “Never mind. Which of you will show us where Danika is?”

Falon looked down suddenly at the bowl and ladle, then set them on a nearby table. “What’s this about, Corin? I thought we were keeping watch over just two women? And what did you call . . .” He looked at the women again, and his eyes slid over Seren in an unfocused sort of way.

Seren looked back and forth between Falon and Corin, her expression circumspect. Then she turned away from Corin and faced Falon. She pushed back her hood. Her distinctive bright hair was duller than usual, as if she had tried to disguise it, and she wore it in a braid that had begun to loosen. She untied the fur cloak and set it on the floor. Her companion immediately picked it up, gave it a quick dusting, and folded it over her arm.

Falon stared at Seren for a long moment, then, suddenly, his eyes seemed to snap into focus, and they lit with surprise.

“Your Highness!” He bowed as well.

When he raised his head, Corin felt a pang of guilt to see that his friend’s eyes were gleaming with unshed tears. “I don’t know how you’re here and alive, but I’m very glad that you are. Your lady mother is upstairs with her companion.”

“Is she . . .” Seren’s voice was fearful.

“Oh, she’s well, my lady. It’s just a good deal cleaner up there.” Falon smiled apologetically.

“I can’t tell you how thankful I am that you’ve kept her safe.” Seren glanced quickly at Corin as she said it, then back at Falon. “I’d like to take her out of the city as soon as possible. I don’t want any harm coming to her or her protectors.”

“That should be easy enough after the tournament,” Falon responded, his demeanor now soldierly.

“Right,” Corin agreed. “It will be much easier to leave without garnering any attention when the spectators start pouring back out.”

Seren glanced up at him again and held his gaze this time. He hadn’t remembered quite how beautiful those eyes were. He felt as if she could read his mind . . . and maybe she could, for all he knew.

“Perhaps you’re right.” Her voice was taut with worry. “I want to know more about this tournament. But first . . .”

“Of course.” He smiled lightly, trying to be reassuring. “Let me take you to your mother.”
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SEREN

Heat flooded my cheeks. I stole a quick glance at Estrid’s tense face, then followed Corin up the stairs. I was somehow embarrassed by how attractive Corin looked, taller and broader than I remembered, with his sharp jawline and expressive eyes. If he’d been less impressive, then I somehow believed that Estrid would trust my instincts. I felt certain that she needed assurances that we were all in safe hands and that I wasn’t merely a besotted idiot who trusted a guard because he was handsome and charming.

But it wasn’t only Corin claiming to help us; Falon and Sir Kaius had always been good to me, making me feel human and worthy of protection and guidance. In recent months, my connection with Corin had somehow made me feel more valued and alive than I ever had. But none of that meant that they weren’t loyal to someone else now. The king was dead, and there was no one but the lords for them to answer to at present. So, whom did they serve?

“We have more guests, Sir Kaius!” Corin announced when we reached the top of the stairs, where Sir Kaius stood at attention.

My heart squeezed when I saw him, looking older and more tired than the last time we’d met. His eyes widened when he saw me, and he dropped to his knee without hesitation. In that moment, my lungs expanded and I knew that we were in safe hands.

“I always felt that you were still alive, Your Highness, although recently . . . I’d begun to lose hope.” He looked up at me, radiating pride. “I am glad to see you looking strong and well. Stelauris needs her princess.” His voice was rough with emotion, and a lump rose in my own throat.

“Thank you,” I managed.

He stood, offered another bow, then turned and tapped on the door.

“What?” squawked the familiar voice of Hedy.

Sir Kaius opened the door, then stepped back for Estrid and me to enter.

“Seren!” My mother spotted me before my eyes had adjusted to the low light of fire and candle.

I heard the rustling of skirts, and the next thing I knew, she was embracing me tightly.

“Remember your wound, Your Majesty,” said Sir Kaius in a pained voice.

I released my mother quickly.

“What wound?” Estrid asked in alarm.

My mother threw her arms around Estrid next, heedless of whatever injury she was meant to mind. The lump that had risen in my throat when I saw Sir Kaius gave way to true tears now as I watched my mother and Estrid tightly clinging to each other. They were nearly sisters and had been separated for so long. Tears flowed freely down both of their cheeks.

“She’s got a cut on her arm,” Hedy warbled as she heaved herself out of her chair. “It’ll heal, but not quickly if she isn’t careful. The brute who took her took some blood as well.”

“What for?” I asked in alarm.

I inspected her arm as she and Estrid separated. The wound was hidden beneath a neat dressing.

“Presumably to try to verify my identity.” My mother wiped her eyes and smoothed her skirts. She took a deep breath through her nose, reminding me so much of the time when I knew her as Meline, that I felt a stab of homesickness layered with joy.

“How did you find us?” she asked me.

I hesitated, wanting to be able to speak freely, but keenly aware of the men in our midst.

“We should leave you alone for now,” said Corin from the doorway.

I glanced quickly at him, then away. Matters between us felt so awkward and confused. And there was something else off, some sort of tremor in the air between us that I could not name. I kept my eyes on my mother as she thanked the soldiers, looking more comfortable than I ever could in her revived role as queen. The door shut softly behind the retreating men.

“Seren managed to locate you through the spellwork she’s been honing,” Estrid said with a watery smile.

“I knew you would be a better teacher to her than I ever could be,” my mother said fondly.

“Oh, Danika, no.” Estrid blinked rapidly.

“My mother knew what she was doing when she sent me to you,” I told her with a smile, and meant it.

“Well, anyway—here we are. I imagine Seren’s anxious to see to your arm now, Danika.” Whether it was a deflection or not, Estrid was right; already I’d cloaked my mind to work the spells.

“May I?” I asked my mother, gently taking her elbow.

“You’re not too tired from working the spells to find us?” she questioned in concern.

I shook my head. We sat by the fire as Hedy stoked the coals and added another log. By the light of the leaping flames, I could see how tired and thin my mother was.

“Just relax,” I told her. She closed her eyes, then I did the same.

It was the work of a moment, this time. As I worked, I could feel her relief as the pain loosened its hold on her, and the flesh renewed itself. Before I drew back, I pushed my senses further, searching her heart and lungs for any trace of the poison that had almost taken her. The organs were weakened, but they were clear.

I opened my eyes and saw my mother smiling at me. Estrid and Hedy were standing very still, watching us.

“I can’t thank you enough for keeping her safe and alive all of these months,” I said to Hedy. “The poison is truly gone.” I clasped my hands together in front of me to keep from throwing them around the old woman in gratitude, as she did not look like she would appreciate such a display.

“Not safe enough,” she said with a mighty sniffle.

My mother did not restrain herself as I did; she wrapped her arm around the old woman’s shoulders and pulled her close.

“You saved my life, and I will never forget it. You shouldn’t either,” she said firmly.

Hedy looked around helplessly, as if she would greatly like to have someone change the subject.

Estrid set a kettle over the fire and started a pot of tea. Settling around the fire, we quietly discussed our possible plans for leaving the city.

Hedy, who had been listening and smoking her pipe in silence, narrowed her beady eyes at me. “So you’re really thinking of leaving. Now, of all times.”

“Well—after the tournament, as we’ve discussed,” I said gently, wondering if she had actually been dozing during the past several minutes of conversation.

“But—but she’s shown you the prophecy and all that, hasn’t she?” she said impatiently, waving a hand and squinting at me.

“Which . . . prophecy are you referring to?” Estrid asked in a measured, wary tone.

“You know the one. You all do,” Hedy said, looking distinctly disgruntled now.

My mother and Estrid exchanged glances. “Don’t you all pretend that I’m as dim as a stuffed cat. I know what you all are, and I know what we all need!” She gestured around widely, dropping ash from her pipe, then sat back with an offended little harrumph, and looked away, piqued.

My mother sighed and gazed into the fire for a long moment, then glanced at me before she spoke into Hedy’s miffed silence. There was a weary sort of fear in her eyes. “You know that we’re star-blessed, and are referring to the prophecy that states that one will rise from that line to save Stelauris from poison and devastation and begin the Royal Age of the Lumina?” Her quiet voice was matter-of-fact.

I felt a flicker of surprise that she was so familiar with the prophecy.

Hedy jerked her chin up and down, then pointed at me. “Her, obviously.”

Mother looked at Estrid, then at me. “Maybe.”

Estrid narrowed her eyes at Hedy.

“Maybe.” Hedy snorted. “Obviously, I say! Tell me who else from the star-blessed has ever shown such abilities? And don’t look at me like that, I know quite as much about them as you. I might not be one, but I’ve known a fair few. My godmother, for one,” she said proudly.

Estrid glanced nervously at the door as she leaned forward. “We don’t dispute that you may be right, Hedy,” she said. “The thought has crossed my mind, of course. All of ours, I’m sure. But what are you suggesting? Seren’s only course of action right now must be to wait for a safer time to return to Felaurum.”

“After another fool has taken the throne?” Hedy snapped. “Her ascension would mean the end of the poison. The end. I don’t have Lumina magic, but I can scry better than any hedgewitch in Felaurum, and I know that to be true. We can’t wait around for another fool of a king to run us into ruin while the poison eats us away to nothing. And next, it might be a Teravere, and her chance will be gone forever, and her power too.” She wagged her index fingers at each of us and shook her head. “No. No. The girl must ascend, and now is the time.”

Her shrunken chest was heaving in its gauzy wrap, and her chin quivered. My mother and Estrid were looking back and forth between Hedy and each other, clearly trying to determine how to quell her.

“How would I do that?” I asked.

“Compete!” She looked at me as if I’d asked an extremely stupid question. “The tournament is to determine the next king. Show up and show ’em what a queen can do.” She chuckled and cracked her knuckles.

“My mother is the queen,” I said, for lack of a better response. I felt a bit lightheaded.

“Not if I can help it.” My mother shuddered slightly, gazing into the fire. Then she glanced at me. “But even if Seren should take the throne, this is hardly the time, or the way.”

“Out of the question,” Estrid agreed faintly. But her brow was furrowed in thought, and she stared contemplatively at Hedy.

Hedy sighed heavily. “Perhaps you know your own history better than I do. Prophecies, too, I’ve no doubt. But what you probably don’t know is what the stories of the star-blessed have meant to the rest of us over the generations—especially the hedgefolk. It’s been a long time now since I’ve known of any of the Lumina line who did much good for their neighbors, though they used to be known for their good deeds.” Her voice had lost its emotional petulance.

“Quiet about it, they always were, but active and strong in the blessings the Maker lavished on the heavens . . . and dusted over the first of the Lumina.” She made a light sprinkling motion with her fingers. “Tale always was, that when the star-blessed came into their time and finally ruled in peace over Stelauris, those blessings could be shared. If a Lumina takes the throne, as we always understood it . . . she could share that wondrous . . .” Hedy flapped her hands limply as she searched for the words. “. . . star-lit energy source of healing and creation. Share it with the land itself, and all who were in touch with its properties could learn to make use of it. As a hedgewitch, I always dreamed of that day.”

Her chin jutted out now, and her voice grew rough again. “I never thought I’d truly see it within reach, and the last of the Lumina shying away like a scared street cat.”

I gaped at her. I had never heard this before. But I could tell by the uncomfortable expressions that both my mother and Estrid were trying to smooth away, that this story was not new to them.

My mother cleared her throat. “You’re not wrong to hope, Hedy. But Seren’s safety needs to be prioritized before we can consider any of that. The tournament will be over in a few days, and we will figure out what her future holds once we are safely away from Felaurum.” She looked at me and gave a firm, very Meline-like nod. But her voice lacked the conviction she no doubt intended to convey.

Hedy leaned forward and placed a clawlike hand over my mother’s. “He is gone, you know, dear. Dead and gone. He can’t hurt either of you anymore.”

A shadow seemed to fall over my mother’s face. Although she nodded, I felt with cold clarity that neither of us would ever truly believe those words.
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Schemes of Glory and Survival

CORIN

The day before the tournament, a hot, humid fog broke out over the city. Word spread that heavy swathes of poisonous growth had been spotted in the surrounding villages, at least a month earlier than was expected. The sky was a dull grey, the air thick. Rancid smoke from the ground-burnings was sharp on the air. The celebratory atmosphere that had rung through the city was slowly being replaced by a blanket of unease. Stelauris barely made it through the regular cycle of seasons without considerable loss, and if the poison seasons were starting earlier and expanding, just what sort of a crippled kingdom would the new king have on his hands? A few popular champions caused a stir when they packed up and left without a backward glance.

Lord Roth and Corin stood high in the battlements, looking beyond the palace walls and into the crowded streets, still hung with withered-looking pennants that drooped in the stale air. “You’ll need a plan of action, of course,” said Roth. “They’ll need and expect some sort of hope from their new ruler, especially during the tension between victory and coronation.”

“Probably should have been working on that these past months rather than chasing after foolish legends,” Corin replied testily.

“Your time was well spent,” said Roth, squinting in the hazy air. “Have you not noticed the changes in yourself? Surely you have.”

Corin didn’t answer.

“A spark of your hereditary power has been ignited. I can see it. It will grow. You’re what Stelauris needs. They’ll see it when you compete. We’ll announce it when you win. Stay alert, stay sharp. You will win the tournament.” He laid a hand on Corin’s shoulder. “Just be ready to give them hope when you do.”

He left Corin alone. The black flags on the parapets had been replaced with white, and they hung limply on their staffs. Corin strode along the narrow stone walkway until he’d reached the other side of the castle. Here, the battlements faced what was usually the training field; now the tourney arena, with high spectator stands surrounding it. In a field south of the arena, a private encampment of red tents was being raised. The melee would be first: a free-for-all in which anyone with a suit of armor and a weapon could compete for the chance to joust the following day. Any contestant who advanced past the melee would be given a tent.

No more than four could advance beyond the jousting round to the final competition: one-on-one combat on the arena floor. A feast would be held on the second night to celebrate the final round of champions. On the third day, a new king would be decided.

A sense of disgust stole over Corin. It was ridiculous, really. Ascension by combat? Why had the lords ever agreed to such a barbaric rite? Why had he agreed? As Roth’s choice, if he had objected . . . refused . . . Lord Roth likely would have objected as well. But the old lord did not have as much influence as he once had. The tournament would have gone forward.

Corin placed his hands on the rough stone of the ledge and leaned into it. He’d come to Stelauris to try to protect Noveris, but he’d stayed . . . why? For the bizarre chance to vie in a chaotic tournament of brute strength for the dubious right to rule the kingdom? Was it for his father’s unsatisfied desire to see his son take the path he’d always dreamed he would? His father had been sure that the blood of the Teravere was strong in Corin, and that no one but he should claim the throne and restore the line of Queen Sidra. It had become an obsession in his final years, but Corin knew he couldn’t pin all the decisions that had led him here on a dutiful wish to honor his father’s memory. Somehow, that same obsession had begun to take root in him, as well.

Seren’s voice, this time a memory, rose in his mind. “. . . the Teravere had their powers revoked—some willingly, some not . . .”

As he had done many times now, he brooded over the words. He didn’t know what, exactly, Lord Roth had seen ignite in him, but he could no longer pretend not to see it himself. The uncanny connection with Seren and strange instinct that had led him straight to her and her mother was certainly not a usual sort of talent. If, in fact, Teravere powers were awakening in him, then what of Seren’s words?

The thought of Seren herself sent him brooding in an entirely different direction. They had not spoken since he took her to see her mother the night before. He’d sensed that she was trying to shut him out when he was searching for her. Now he wondered if she had succeeded. Did she finally know, as she was bound to sooner or later, that he sought the throne?

The memory of her voice, now combined with those wide eyes that he could conjure so vividly . . . the thought of her so near now, and yet in a way, farther away from him than she’d been in months, threatened to upend him.

He steered his mind back to the tournament, and there it stayed, dwelling in furious fixation, on every single contestant that he was aware of, what their known weaknesses were, and how he could defeat each one. A heaviness stole over his mind, a now-familiar weight that settled in, edging out every thought but ones of battle and glory. He welcomed it.
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SEREN

After Hedy issued her challenge, I couldn’t sleep. I sought out Sir Kaius after my mother had fallen asleep and pressed him to tell me what he knew of the tournament. Apparently, he’d been absent from the palace for almost as long as I had, so most of his information was secondhand, but he had many loyal friends among the Guard, and even at court. Ascension by combat struck me as ridiculous. The fools were more than welcome to the throne of Stelauris as far as I was concerned, I told myself. But perhaps that was another lie . . . one that I could not quite shove past the prophecy and Hedy’s words that swam endlessly in my mind now.

We sat together by the smithy fire as Falon kept watch outside. “Sir Corin is the favored champion, of course,” Sir Kaius relayed with confidence as he passed me a mug of tea.

I looked at him sharply, wondering if he misspoke. “What?”

He blew on his own tea. “Oh, yes. His background has been in question, but at this point, most don’t much care if he’s from East Solis or Noveris. His alleged lineage is impressive, but no less so is his prowess in the arena. Lord Roth won the coveted spot as his sponsor quite early on, from what I understand. The ascension design had clearly been in place for some time before the king’s death.”

I shakily set my tea down and stared at him in shock. Corin’s intention to compete in the tournament was like a slap in the face, but it was nothing compared to the betrayal of his alliance with Lord Roth. The council would have allowed the king to marry me off to at least one madman, possibly more, and then taken away my child.

I jumped to my feet. “We’re not safe here. Not if Lord Roth knows where we are. Corin may have told him.” My distressed mind tried to think of where to go. But what good would moving to a different hiding place do? Corin had found me once, and he could do it again.

“Your Highness,” Sir Kaius said, “I must apologize for my callous delivery of such news. Of course you have no reason to trust the lords. I was thoughtless. But all three of the young men who know of your whereabouts—Falon, Arc, and Sir Corin—have solemnly sworn to me, on their lives, their resolve to keep you and your mother safely hidden and escort you out of the city, unharmed.” He looked me straight in the eye. “Sir Corin may be Lord Roth’s champion, and perhaps his head has been turned a bit by the excess of attention his talents have brought him, but our acquaintance leads me to trust his word and the word of his friends. They would rather die than see harm come to Your Highnesses. Sir Corin is allied with Lord Roth for the time being, but he wouldn’t dream of taking the risk of revealing your whereabouts.”

I did trust the loyalty of Falon, Arc, and Sir Kaius. His words served to calm me in regard to our safety—in part because I knew that if Corin wanted the throne, then he was unlikely to reveal that the true heir was alive. But would he keep me that way? My mistrust calcified into something harder. I slowly sat back down. Sir Kaius worked to renew his assurances and allay my fears.

I couldn’t stop brooding over these new tidings throughout the night. I kept my mind tightly sealed from communication with Corin, although I desperately wanted to demand an explanation. I was angry that I had grown to care for him, that I’d ever longed to hear his voice. I berated myself for the insipid leap of my heart when I’d actually seen his face and remembered how handsome he was—how tall, how kingly. My heart twisted again and again, wringing itself out, squeezing every drop of idealistic affection I’d developed for Corin and forcing it to drain away. I didn’t—couldn’t—care for him anymore. And I did not trust him.

The next morning, I peeked through the dingy curtains in the upper chamber at the dull fog that had begun to choke the city. There had been no talk over breakfast of the topic that Hedy had raised, although she cast many baleful looks at me. My mother and Estrid seemed to look for opportunities to leave our room together, likely to be able to talk in private. I knew they thought the idea of me competing was absurd, but . . . I couldn’t help but feel that there was something to Hedy’s suggestion.

A shiver passed through me. It was ridiculous. I knew it was, and yet . . .

Before I could lose my nerve, I left the window and crossed the room. Hedy was dozing by the fire, and my mother and Estrid were talking quietly in a corner of the room. I opened the door and popped my head out into the narrow hall.

“Sir Kaius, could you come in here, please?”

He readily obliged, stepping through the doorway and bowing to my mother and me. “How may I be of service?”

My mother, a little surprised, looked at me expectantly.

“Could you please repeat the overview of the tournament that you gave me last night? About how it will work?”

“Certainly, Your Highness.” If he thought the request odd, he didn’t show it. “First round is a free-for-all—a melee. Any Stelauric citizen who wishes to compete may join the melee, provided he has a suit of armor and a weapon. The idea, I believe, is to root out those with no proper combat training while giving a show of inclusion. Farmers and tradesmen are unlikely to have any such training, while many of higher birth would likely pass through this round with ease. The fighters may be mounted or on foot, although the mounted competitors will have a distinct advantage. Sportsmanship is expected—the rules of combat will be loose but formal.” He spoke as if giving a report to a commander. “The following day is the joust. The same concept applies, and likely, the contestants must arrive fully equipped. Only four may pass through this round. The final round is an elimination tournament of hand-to-hand combat, one-on-one.”

“To the death?” I asked.

“Oh, highly unlikely. There is usually a clear winner in such bouts without much blood being shed, as you’re well aware, Your Highness.” His stony visage cracked in a slight smile. “You beat many of our guard yourself without killing them, under my training.”

“Thank you, Sir Kaius,” I said with a slight smile back. “What do the sponsors look for when they choose a champion? I assume not everyone must have a sponsor, but certain noblemen look for a promising candidate to throw their support behind, correct?” I could sense growing tension as my mother and Estrid listened.

“Correct, Your Highness. Usually the sponsors will look for a candidate with an edge. Some go for brute strength, but those who know what they’re about can spot the kind of talent that comes from unexpected places. A good seat on a horse and a strong arm can’t hurt, of course.”

“And the winner will be the new ruler, without question?”

“I believe so.” His voice was solemn. “Without an obvious heir, the people of Stelauris have welcomed the choice for ascension by combat. The lords can plot and scheme all they like to further their own champions’ chances, but in the end, court influence means little now that there is no king to manipulate. The people are primed for action and change. They would likely be stirred to revolt if the outcome is not honored.”

“Thank you. And one more question.” I softened my voice so that it wouldn’t shake and looked him in the eye. “What do you make of my chances?”

Sir Kaius’s only reaction was to consider me a long moment. “I think Your Highness’ strength comes from a very unexpected place. Your seat on a horse is shaky by jousting standards, but not a sure loss. Your right arm can keep swinging long enough to get you through the melee, especially with the shield techniques you mastered last spring. I think you stand a chance, Your Highness. And as your right of ascension has been stolen from you, you should take it.”

The room was dead silent.

“Thank you, Sir Kaius,” I managed.

“Your Highness,” he said and bowed again. He caught my mother’s eye and bowed to her as well, then returned to his post in the corridor.

The silence reigned a moment longer after the door clicked shut. Slowly, I turned to my mother and Estrid.

“Are you both quite sure we can trust that man?” Estrid demanded.

“I’m afraid so,” my mother replied with a sigh. “Seren, I know why you want to do this, believe me. I know that”—she seemed to steady herself—“that you are the Lumina in the prophecy. I can’t pretend that I don’t believe that. I know that the poison is choking and starving our kingdom to death and you desperately want to do something about it. I know.” She came over and took my hands. “But please, think. You have some combat training, but no real experience. Those men will be fighting for the opportunity of a lifetime, and they won’t hold back. You want to do what you feel you must, I know. Do you believe that this is the way?”

“I have something that they don’t have, Mother.” I gripped her hands. “I can use the spells I’ve learned to get me through to the end. I can sharpen my senses, quicken my blade, lighten my weapons . . . so many spells, if I prepare them ahead of time, that will give me an edge, like Sir Kaius said. Or at least keep me from being flattened in the first round.” I attempted a smile, but it faded. “Mother, I believe that Sir Corin—the favored champion—is Teravere. I don’t know for certain, but I believe it.” It hurt to say the suspicion aloud, as if speaking it gave it more weight. But I knew that it made sense—and that I had to consider the possibility.

“Remember the prophecy,” I continued. “If he wins and takes the throne . . . Stelauris and the Lumina, doomed. I can’t let that happen. The only way for me to save us is to fight. And win.”

My mother was blinking back tears. “I waited for so long for you to be free and to be able to escape from our prison. I never thought it would happen. And now . . .”

I took a breath. “Mother, I saw my father in the scrying pool.” A catch in my throat forced me to pause for a moment. “My real father.”

She startled and uttered a small gasp.

“I know how much you’ve lost already. I promise, really promise, that I will get myself out of there before I let you lose anything else.”

My mother stood with her head bowed, seeming to calm herself. Releasing my hands, she turned to Estrid. “What do you think?” she asked, her voice unsteady.

I braced for the panicked objections.

Estrid looked at the both of us. “While I can think of little that I like less than this solution, Seren can do it.” She placed a comforting arm around my mother. “I never thought that you’d survive Felaurum, Danika. My faith has been nonexistent. But here you are, stronger than I ever realized. And though I doubted Seren as well, she has no pretension. She is grateful for the blessing and has not squandered it. She’s proven herself capable of wielding it for the greater good.”

“Estrid . . .” I began in a wave of gratitude, but she interrupted with a flap of her hand.

“Shush now!” She looked back at my mother and continued, her tone growing stronger with conviction, “She has your strength, and Meline’s focus, combined with her own tenacity and generosity. And her courage is more than sufficient for the task before her.”

My face heated in surprised embarrassment.

“And we can help her. She won’t be alone. If she wins, Stelauris won’t be a prison to her anymore. Or to you.” But Estrid’s eyes shimmered, and I knew how badly they both wanted there to be another way.

My mother smiled at her through her own tears. “You always knew how to make a good case, Estrid. I knew I’d sent Seren to the right person.”

Estrid’s unexpected confidence in me and the crack in my mother’s resolve ignited a spark of rising excitement which I tried to subdue. “I will need equipment. Weapons, armor—”

“You’re going to need an exceptional suit of armor to keep you safe and disguised,” my mother interposed, pulling herself together. “It’s a good thing you know your way around a forge.” She smiled more fully then. “Estrid? What do we have to work with . . . anything?”

Estrid adjusted her spectacles. “We could send one of the fellows out for some supplies . . . ideally a lightweight steel or material that will absorb enchantment, but none of the markets I saw seemed likely to carry anything suncast, or—”

“Wait!” I exclaimed and ran for my cloak, which lay in a heap of musty furs in the corner. I dug through the pocket and pulled out my three walnut shells.

Mother and Estrid watched me, puzzled.

“All right . . . we’re waiting,” Estrid said to me as I brandished the shells.

“I only need some old armor and a few good hours at the forge. And these,” I said. My trembling fingers were trying to open the shells. When one finally popped open, the contents didn’t wait to be drawn out. Immediately, the gown of suncast gold spilled out over my hands, shining its accursedly golden gleam over the whole room.

“Oh, Seren,” Estrid whispered, wide-eyed. “That should certainly do the trick.”
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Sir Kaius left for a bit following our meeting with him. When he returned, he dismissed Arc, telling him that he and Falon were free for the rest of the day. Arc didn’t hesitate to leave our guard duty in Sir Kaius’s hands; the excitement of the impending tournament beckoned. Although Arc and Falon both showed my mother and me loyalty, at least as far as desiring our safety, I suspected they were eager to watch and support Corin during the three days of competition.

“If they knew you could have a chance to get your throne back, they would want that for you,” Sir Kaius commented when Arc had left for the night. “Sir Corin too.”

I acknowledged this with a nod and returned my attention to the gown I’d spread over the cluttered smithy worktable.

“That’s a lovely frock, Your Highness, but I believe that this might do you a bit more good tomorrow.” Sir Kaius opened a large, lumpy flour sack that he’d brought back with him and pulled out, piece by piece, a shirt of chain mail and a solid suit of armor.

“It’s a squire’s training suit, and while it might not be the prettiest armor on the field tomorrow, it’s solidly made and should fit with few adjustments.” He laid the pieces carefully on the table, then pulled out a short sword and shield. “You practiced with this size blade, Your Highness, but you’ll want to take a few hours to get used to it again. I assume you’ve kept up with your training exercises? Kept your sword arm strong?”

“As much as I was able,” I hedged, inspecting his offering. I didn’t want his support flagging at this juncture, but I’d had no access to a sword for the past several months.

He nodded briskly. “I have a friend in the royal stables who can meet me with your usual mount outside the palace gates.”

“Thank you, Sir Kaius! I can do the adjustments myself. This will be perfect.” I beamed at him. Looking again at the squire suit, I asked, “Did you hear us talking this morning?”

“No, my lady, but I knew that the decision was as good as made once it entered your head. You make sure to mind your left side and hang back as much as you can during the melee. Let those brutes take as many of each other out as possible before you get involved, yes?” His voice had gone gruff again as he regained his stoic demeanor.

I nodded. “Yes, I will. And anything else that you tell me. I will remember.”

“You’ll be all right, then.” He bowed. “I’ll just go see if your mother needs anything.” He disappeared up the stairs.

I ran my hand over the armor. It was perfect for my need. Now I could use the remaining hours to adjust the fit, inlay the suncast gold, and imbue the metal with resilience charms. The tournament might not be technically fought to the death, but I knew that the competitors would not hold back. An impenetrable armor would be my best chance of surviving.

Estrid proved very clever with the materials, and we worked the rest of the day readying the armor. Hedy, beside herself with glee that I’d changed my mind, hung around and watched us work with great interest and a good deal of advice. Sir Kaius considered it his duty to frequently reassure my mother that I’d learned enough to get through the first round and worry about the other rounds later, but eventually she said she couldn’t keep thinking about it, and just needed to do something. Sir Kaius helped me with the armor fittings, and my mother set to work on trimming the over-long leather straps of the breastplate. He enjoyed conversing as he worked, particularly with my mother. I sensed a tentative return to camaraderie, a friendship that perhaps they’d once shared.

I stole furtive glances at Sir Kaius as I worked, and sure enough, comprehension that I was working with more than merely an unusual knowledge of blacksmithing became apparent in his expression. I cloaked my spells as usual, but did not hide the process as Estrid and I worked the suncast gold into the very steel of the armor and links of the chain shirt, nor as I infused the resilience charms into each piece. He began shaking his head in amazement, eyes sparkling in delighted disbelief.

“If I wondered how you disappeared without a trace before, I don’t wonder anymore,” he observed in bemusement.

The armor took about eight hours to complete, which left me with about fourteen remaining hours to go through a few training drills with Sir Kaius and then catch some sleep before I needed to be at the arena. Sir Kaius inspected my completed armor with a fair amount of awe.

“This is . . . I’ve never seen anything like it,” he marveled.

Because of the way we’d needed to inlay the gold, piece by piece, painstakingly endowing every inch with my spells, the shimmering metal bore a patchwork sort of pattern. Estrid was eager to tell us of the many properties of suncast gold, a powerful mineral that runs along the surface of the mountains of far-flung lands and soaks in the sun. Most importantly, the gold would enhance strength and durability. The armor had lightweight movability and fit me perfectly. Estrid’s guidance over the working had been invaluable, her command of the elements far beyond my own. I began to truly understand my mother’s initial description of her cousin.

After some practice swings with the sword, I enchanted it to lighten by several pounds, knowing that my strength would fail me if I had to wield it for more than a few minutes. I preferred to keep the shield at its current heaviness. If it was too light, I was likely to forget that I was using it and hold it improperly.

“Let’s run through your drills again,” said Sir Kaius, as the midnight hour waned. “I want to see how—”

“Sleep first,” Estrid interrupted firmly. “It won’t do her a bit of good to be dead on her feet.” She thrust a steaming mug of tea into my hands. “Fortunately, I brought lacepin. It will help you sleep. You too, Danika,” she said, handing another cup to my mother.

She was right. Every muscle of my body felt wound as tight as a spring, but I had to sleep. Hopefully the lacepin would be enough to force my mind to relax, as well. I drank it dutifully, then wrapped an arm around her, surprising her with a tight hug before I retreated.

My mother and I lay together in the bed upstairs, and I listened to her breathing grow deep and even. Rolling to my side, I focused my heavy eyes on the dying embers in the fireplace and pulled the old quilt under my chin.

Unbidden, his name drifted into my head, and before I could stop it, in its hazy, forced-tranquility, my mind called to his.

“Corin?”

The pause was long . . . I felt his presence long before he responded to me. I began to drift off to sleep, with a vague sense that something was wrong, that I had done something I shouldn’t.

“Seren?”

I blinked hard several times, trying to rid my head of its muffled weight. But it was too hard, my exhaustion was too complete.

“Good luck tomorrow, Corin.” I let the words drift away from me. Then, in a minuscule surge of drowsy mischief, I added, “You’re going to need it.”
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Melee

CORIN

Falon and Arc both insisted on serving as Corin’s squires. This embarrassed as much as it moved him; he didn’t want his friends to think that he saw himself as very high above them. He’d never explained why he’d chosen to compete. They both seemed to assume that it was because of his overall skill and the good luck of acquiring an impressive sponsor.

“Token from a lady?” Arc asked with a smirk as they helped him into his armor. He nodded at the chain dangling into Corin’s shirt and the lump the emerald made against the material. Corin rubbed at it uncomfortably. Falon presented him with his freshly painted shield, which now bore the green and blue Noveris colors. The colors and emblem, a soaring bird in the upper left quadrant of the shield, always reminded him of his father.

“I thought you were from East Solis, Cor? This is a Noveris standard,” Arc said as he hefted Corin’s standard and squinted up at the banner.

“Misunderstanding,” Corin answered distractedly. Lord Roth must have decided that it was time to display his true heritage.

It was a welcome comfort to have his friends at his side, although he barely registered Falon and Arc’s light banter as they accompanied him to the arena. Corin felt as sharp as a freshly whet dagger, and his determination clamped around him like a vise. Falon held his shield and the horse’s lead, and Arc bore his standard. He might have felt foolish about having an entourage of sorts, but he was not capable of feeling anything except an extreme eagerness to get the melee underway.

The sun shone hazily through the thin grey fog, which was almost certainly a result of nearby field burnings. Arc coughed harshly several times, as did many of the assembled onlookers. The haze would get inside one and film the lungs. For some, it would never leave.

But the crowd was far from subdued, despite the dismay of an early-onset poison season. On the contrary, it was nearly riotous in its anticipation. The roar of the spectators that filled the stands and surrounded the ribboned-off borders of the arena dulled Corin’s ears to any other sound. Glancing up, he saw that the royal box was packed with nobles and courtiers who had paid for the privilege of sitting above the commonfolk. Paid whom, he did not know. He could not see Lord Roth, but then, he could hardly focus on anything now, except that he must respond to the infuriating itch to fight his way through the round.

At some point, Falon and Arc handed his shield to him and helped him mount his horse, then left him to trot his mount into the arena and halt before the royal box, where all of the other competitors were assembling. He didn’t notice if his friends had said any words of encouragement. The roar in his ears was quite deafening now, and he could hardly tell if it was from the assembled masses or his own blood pumping violently through him.

Then he did see Lord Roth and caught his eye. The man sat very still and straight among the reveling nobles in the box and gazed calmly down at him. A vaguely familiar voice drifted through Corin’s mind, then was snatched away almost immediately, like a leaf on the wind . . . but not before it left him feeling even more unsettled. His hand in its heavy gauntlet flexed near his sword hilt.

“You’re going to need it.”

Lord Gifrey stood and eventually managed to quiet the crowd. He pontificated about the necessary and yet glorious return of ascension by combat. The rules were pronounced: It was every man for himself. Competitors were to avoid excessive bloodshed, but fight to bring their opponents down. If a competitor was knocked to the ground, he would be immediately removed from the arena. The last eight men left standing or mounted would pass through to the next day’s tilting round.

Many of the mounted men had chosen maces and clubs, the easiest weapon to bring down a competitor on foot. Corin chose his blunted sword, as he despised the crudeness of a mace, and knew full well that he could swing the blade quite hard enough to bring a man down without cutting him. About half of the competitors were on foot, many of these wearing armor that looked homemade and cobbled together.

Lord Gifrey finished his speech and looked at the bugler to his right. He raised his arm, ready to lower it and signal the bugle to begin the melee.

A disruptive murmur arose from the packed standing crowd at one end of the arena, accompanied by the steady fa-thump of a horse’s gait. The crowd parted, and a rider approached, jumped the boundary cords, and entered the arena at the very last moment. The rider was slight of frame and unfamiliar, bearing no colors or standard on his shield or horse. His armor glimmered like gold in the hazy sunshine.

Corin ground his teeth in impatience at the delay and slammed his visor down. Then, the sharp tones of the bugle split through the silence, the crowd yelled, and the madness of the melee began.

Corin allowed the battle rage that he’d barely held at bay to rip through him. It was the work of a moment to take down the handful of men who were unlucky enough to be on foot and within range of his sword. The prone bodies were helped or dragged off the field as soon as they fell. He parried the attacks of three allied mounted fighters who attempted to cut off his retreat and unseat him; the first he disarmed, forcing him to withdraw, the second he grabbed by the breastplate and yanked to the ground as the man leaned forward to try to club him over the head, and the third he dispatched quickly with a crashing blow to the visor with the pommel of his sword.

With no one left to fight in his immediate vicinity, Corin spurred his horse and took a wide lap around the arena, swiping at anyone who didn’t move quickly enough, scanning for his next target. He needed a challenge. He spotted Argan with his white charger and black and yellow surcoat, and smiled grimly. Argan had targeted the slim knight in gold, who was still astride his horse, but barely holding up under the volley of blows that Argan was raining down on him. Corin aimed his mount, who was feeling the fervor of battle just as robustly as its rider was, directly at this mismatched pair. His horse butted its head in between the two mounts, separating them, causing Argan to bellow in rage.

The golden knight wheeled his horse around and beat a hasty retreat. This was a disappointment; he would have liked to take them both down at once, but Argan was on him now, beating so viciously with his mace that Corin could feel the bruising blows reverberating through his sword and shield. Argan had clearly not forgotten his humiliating loss to Corin on the training fields.

With the same practiced flick of his wrist that he had used before, Corin nearly relieved Argan of his weapon. This time, however, Argan fumbled, but recovered. Corin maneuvered his stallion flush against Argan’s to aim a stunning blow to the side of the man’s head with his hilt.

But suddenly, the bugle blasted in sharp repetition, calling for the competitors to drop their arms. It was over. Failure to comply immediately would result in disqualification. Although it chafed, both froze, poised to strike for a long moment; Argan was first to throw down his weapon, then Corin.

Corin pulled off his helmet, eager for fresh air and unhindered visibility. The thick air was cool against his flushed cheeks. He was shocked to see the field so empty already. It felt as if they’d barely begun. Four mounted horsemen, besides Argan and Corin, were slowly bringing their chargers around, and two fighters on foot, looking like they’d barely clung on until the end. One had blood streaming down the side of his face. Corin was surprised to see the golden knight among those still in the arena. The man had him to thank for that.

The eight who’d made it through the melee assembled before the royal box, breathing hard. Some kept their helmets on; only the golden knight kept his visor down.

“Let us congratulate our champions!” Lord Gifrey’s voice bellowed across the arena, and the crowd roared its mixed response of triumph and protest. Lord Gifrey waved his arms about to try to silence them, but they wouldn’t settle until a few sharp blasts erupted from the bugle.

“Champions, you are qualified to compete tomorrow in the joust. Arrive mounted, or you will not be allowed to compete. We have no wish to see you trampled!” He chortled at his joke as he leered down at the two village men on foot who had managed to advance. “Each champion will be given the use of a pavilion, and all the provisions offered therein, until the end of the tournament. Until tomorrow!”

The crowd burst into its most deafening cheers yet, and squires rushed onto the field to assist the champions to their tents. As Corin handed his reins over to Falon and dismounted, he watched in surprise as the knight in gold, rather than submitting to the squire who had come to take his horse, spurred the mount into a canter, then a gallop, and leapt back over the arena boundary and rode hard, out of sight.

Arc snorted. “Flair for drama, eh? Well, I’ll take his tent, if he doesn’t want it!”
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SEREN

It was all I could do to stay atop my mount until I was out of sight of the crowds. The beating I’d taken in the melee felt like it had nearly pulped the flesh on my bones. If it hadn’t been for the star-blessed sturdiness of my armor, I would not have gotten through alive, let alone as one of the champions.

I couldn’t think about that yet. I labored for breath as I clung to my horse with knees that trembled in their armor.

“Hey! Hey! Over here!”

I squinted through my visor slit at the direction of the voice, panic and pain causing my gorge to rise. Finally, I saw Sir Kaius, standing with Estrid just outside the wide-open courtyard gates. Estrid held my fur cloak. Clever. Wheeling my mare back to the wall, I pulled up short and sagged forward over her mane, panting hard and moaning in pain.

“Down you get, Your Highness, nice and easy,” Sir Kaius said, reaching up to help me.

As soon as my feet touched the ground, my knees gave way. Sir Kaius caught hold of me and draped my arm around his neck. Estrid tossed the cloak around my shoulders, then pulled off my helmet. I gasped, trying to suck air into severely battered lungs.

“I can get her back to the smithy all right,” Estrid muttered to Sir Kaius. “You see to the horse, then catch up with us.”

Sir Kaius caught up with us well before we made it back to the smithy. Although I struggled to stay on my feet, Estrid had a good deal of trouble keeping me upright, and I kept slipping out of full consciousness into a jelly-legged pain haze. I had no capacity for any emotion yet; no triumph or fear of the next day. My bones felt as if they had been knocked loose.

Sir Kaius and Estrid led me to the smithy and seemed satisfied that my cloak had rendered us quite unobserved. My mother cried out when they got me up the stairs and into the bedroom.

“Is she—? Oh no. Seren!” She rushed to me in alarm.

“She’s all right,” Estrid panted as they dumped me on the bed and I lay stiffly in my armor.

“Shouldn’t have left her alone,” I muttered, trying not to groan in pain.

“I didn’t,” Sir Kaius informed me. “I have men watching the place.”

My mother and Estrid began to gently remove my armor, while Sir Kaius recounted all of the blows that he’d seen me take, listing my potential injuries.

“She managed to stay out of the worst of the fray at first, and as far as I know, she suffered no blows to the head, so we can rule out a concussion. First damage she sustained was a surprise attack from behind, and he hit her left side fairly hard, although she wheeled about before he could land another.” He rolled his shoulders, as if imagining himself in the battle. “That blow alone likely injured a rib or two. Then Argan came at her, and while she weathered the attack well, he almost had her down. May have struck a breaking blow to the arm and possibly ribs on the other side. If Your Highness will permit, I have plenty of experience and can detect breaks and set the bones.”

It had all happened so fast, I couldn’t remember the details like Sir Kaius could. I remembered a frenzied smash of weapons and armored bodies, squealing, harried horses, and blinding pain. I focused on Sir Kaius’s low voice, taking shallow breaths through my nose, since deep breaths hurt me everywhere.

“Seren may be able to do some of the healing herself . . . although I don’t know about the bone setting.” My mother sounded uncertain, and on the verge of tears. “I don’t know why I ever agreed to this,” she added fretfully.

“I just need to . . . investigate first,” I managed to grunt in between breaths. The room fell silent. My mother and Estrid took my hands, and I immediately felt a small breath of relief, a spark of strength. I closed my eyes.

It took me much longer than usual to cloak my magic, gather my spell components, and begin a thorough internal investigation. I felt as if I were swimming against a strong current, but the water gliding past my body was shoving and pushing with cold, hard fingers. Finally, I was able to go to the source of the worst pain and was surprised to find that only three ribs had been knocked out of place, and none were broken. Most of the bones in my torso were battered, and there was a small fracture in my wrist, thin as a strand of hair, likely from Argan’s final crashing blow on the top of my shield. My flesh was bruised magnificently—I didn’t need to physically see it to know that every blow I’d received had been dealt with capillary-smashing force at the very least. I was unable to sustain the strength I needed to mend the break or reset the ribs, but I used the last wisps of the magic I’d gathered to send some relief to the areas that throbbed the hardest.

“I’m fine,” I breathed, opening my eyes. “I’m not just saying that. The armor did its job. I will have to go back in and see to some minor bone damage, but I need to rest first.”

“You aren’t returning to that tournament tomorrow,” my mother said, taking my hand firmly and sitting next to me on the bed. Her eyes pled with me. “Say you’re done, Seren.”

Estrid and Sir Kaius were silent, watching us. “I will be fine by tomorrow,” I said softly. I winced slightly, but didn’t tell her that the hand she held was attached to a mildly broken bone.

“You may be fine enough to ride, but you might not be as fortunate tomorrow as you were today. Your armor took a beating. Think about what a lance to the chest could do—”

“I’ll adjust the fit and overlay the moonsilver to reinforce it,” I assured her faintly. “It was a little loose around the torso and arm joints.”

“But—”

Darkness quickly muffled her protest, and a sickly sweet unconsciousness pulled me under.
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Joust

CORIN

“I’ve been saying, haven’t I? Something has been off. You can’t tell me you don’t notice it now.”

“No, I can’t. Should we call for a physician?”

“He doesn’t seem to be hurt. Just . . . not there.”

A hand firmly prodded his arm. He heard his name as if it were being called to him from across a deep, sound-swallowing chasm. Hushed whispers swam around him, speaking words he could barely understand, and certainly didn’t care to try. He was a seething, roiling force of nature held at bay, but for now he must only wait. A calm over the seas in the eye of a storm, waiting for the power to sweep over him again, buffet and guide his body to obey—muscle, bone, and instinct.

There were other voices too. Unrecognizable to him a week ago, but gaining in clarity and familiarity. These weak, ancient, almost dusty whispers were coming from someplace deep in the bowels of the earth, growing stronger, a steady thread weaving their shifting tones through his mind, tightening their hold, shutting out the unnecessary. They urged him to act. To triumph.

He was an empty suit of armor, one that would fill with the bone-breaking force and flesh of a man when the time came.

“How long has he been in this state?”

The voice was so far away, small but heavy as syrup.

“Since the melee, my lord. We brought him to the tent, and he hasn’t moved. Hasn’t spoken, slept, or taken a bite to eat or a sip of water. It’s as if he isn’t there.”

“Very well. See that he eats and drinks, even if you have to spoon-feed him. It is merely the exhaustion of the tournament, no doubt. Do not bother the physicians, they have many wounded to look after. Get him to the joust tomorrow. You will be well paid for looking after your friend to the best of your abilities.”

“But he can’t compete in this state, my lord.”

“If he proves unfit at that time, then we will certainly prevent it.”

The words hovered, humming in and out of his peripheral consciousness like a cloud of mosquitoes.

He was nothing. Tomorrow, he would be a champion again. Then nothing.

Until then, he didn’t care.
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SEREN

I slept until I’d regained enough strength to restore my ribs to their proper place and knit together the slight fracture in my wrist. Then I slept for several more hours. When I awoke the next day, there was little time to spare, although the joust would not begin until late in the afternoon. My mother did not ask me again not to compete. Instead, she and Estrid helped me with my armor and reminded me to eat and drink as I worked scraps of moonsilver from one of my other unworn gowns into the metal, over top of the inlaid gold. While the threads had specific properties that I was not familiar with, I could sense through my fingertips that the star-blessed nature of the textiles made them extremely strong. Melted at a low heat into the armor, they imbued the steel with their power.

Sir Kaius had adjusted the proportions of the armor for me while I slept, and the tighter fit made me feel more secure and less easily knocked about. He talked quickly while we worked and pulled me away from the armor several times to demonstrate the lance hold and make me practice with a battered lance that he’d managed to acquire. I’d spent a few hours at the quintain back when Sir Kaius oversaw my formal training, but he had not allowed me to waste much time at it, as he said it was a skill I would never use. He seemed to regret that decision now, and used every spare moment to drag me away from my smithing and try to catch me up.

Ultimately, there was little that I could do to practice. I was reasonably familiar with how to hold the lance, but it was holding it in place while staying astride my mare that concerned me more. I lightened the weight of it, but it was still cumbersome. For the melee, I’d prepared and cloaked myself with spell components to enhance my reflex, speed, and concentration abilities. They had proved difficult to maintain in the pandemonium of the melee, but, surprisingly, the concentration-enhancing spell had been the most useful. I’d found it incredibly difficult to focus and not panic in the final moments of the melee after I’d let the spell drop.

With a light kiss on my horse’s nose, I whispered words of calm, willingness, and bravery; a wisp of a spell that I would not attempt to control or maintain, but hopefully it would help. I knew this leg of the tournament was bound to be a long shot for me—but if I could just stay mounted and keep the lance on target, then maybe it wasn’t impossible to get through this one also. Still, I begged Estrid and Sir Kaius to stay behind with my mother. If I was trampled to death, I’d prefer that none who loved me had to witness my gory end.

I did not prepare my spell components until I was already mounted and riding to the palace, swathed in my fur cloak in order to avoid observation until the last possible minute. I used the concentration enhancer again, but nothing more, as I didn’t feel capable of maintaining more than one this time. I held my helmet under my arm and wore a hood over my tightly braided hair. A light mist of rain falling from the iron-grey sky speckled my cheeks.

“Don’t close your eyes,” I whispered as I led my mare through the palace gate, now thick with traffic. I deliberately would not look up at my tower; I knew that the sight of my prison would undo me. Still, cold tendrils of the fear I’d lived with there, especially in the end, dragged at me. I obstinately kept whispering in a concentrated chant. “Don’t hold the lance too tight. But don’t drop it. Ride close to the tilt rail. Watch your target. Do not shy away. Do not shy away.”

That last bit of advice from Sir Kaius had been the most important, I knew. It would take every bit of focus and courage that I had to keep charging until the point of impact. I felt my chest expanding and tightening in my armor, and I closed my eyes against a wave of dizziness, then snapped them back open again. Closing them wasn’t an option. I breathed in deeply through my nose, and the resulting rank inhalation of unwashed bodies, sour ale, and animal excrement somehow steadied me. Finally, the palace was behind me and I breathed easier.

The crowd flowing around me was noisy with excitement. Children on their fathers’ shoulders waved brightly colored pennants and shouted the name of their preferred champions. Corin. The name was a jar of sudden pain. I straightened. I needed to focus only on staying mounted and staying alive. My fingertips beat a rapid tattoo against the saddle horn as I abandoned thoughts of Corin to the wayside.

The first bugle blast, to quiet the crowds, cut shrilly over the din and through my brooding. Lord Gifrey rose in the crimson-topped royal box and began waving his arms for silence. Nudging aside the crush of people around me who paid me no mind, I steered my horse behind an empty pavilion and jammed my helmet on my head. The sky was steadily darkening, and it was darker still inside my helmet. Rain pelted it with incessant, brassy pings. Once it was firmly in place and I could see as well as possible through the eye slit, I wished I’d thought to expand my visibility, but I was far too jittery to do so now. I removed my cloak and rolled it into a bundle, which I strapped firmly to the back of my saddle.

Lord Gifrey’s muffled words drifted down to me, instructing competitors to assemble. I felt somehow more nervous this time than I had before the melee, when adrenaline and the excitement of the unknown had fueled me. Now, with my bruises jarring at every lumbering step of my horse, I felt only a pulse-hammering trepidation.

Flags marked the assembly points at either end of the field. I trotted my mare over to the nearest, drawing a good deal of attention now that I’d removed my cloak. I did not see Corin among the assembled horsemen on the east side of the field. Squinting through my helmet, I saw the blue and green Noveris standard waving above a pale stallion on the west end. Sir Kaius had listed all of the men he was familiar with who had made it through the melee, all of them formidable contestants. Even the two villagers who had advanced were looking imposing now, large and sturdy atop the horses they’d managed to acquire, wearing unadorned but heavy armor. They’d likely gained sponsors after their triumph in the first round.

Although this round did not begin with the same startling clash as the melee, it felt no less sudden and wild to me when the herald proclaimed the order of matched opponents. When he announced “The Golden Knight,” I peered around through my visor to see who the noisy crowd was directing their attention toward, and finally realized that it was me. I thought about waving, but my gauntleted hands seemed to be fused to my reins and lance. Besides, I felt incapable of judging if the noise emitting from the crowd was friendly or not.

I was to be the third to ride, opposite Sir Ogodon of Lun. I heard my own gasp of relief, amplified inside my helmet when I learned that I would not ride against Corin. Somehow, I’d felt almost certain that we would face one another on the field.

“Each set of riders will make three passes down the list,” the herald bawled out from the center of the field. “If a rider is unseated, he will be immediately disqualified, and his opponent will advance to the final round. If neither horseman is unseated, the winner will be determined according to the number and accuracy of hits. The winners will be ranked according to their overall performance. This ranking will be utilized in the final round. Let the joust begin!”

The bugle was drowned out by the eruption of cheers from the spectators crammed around the field, even more than yesterday. My heart leapt into my throat. The first two opponents took the field: a nobleman’s son in red and silver, whose name I’d forgotten, and a very large man from an outlying village, sporting a white standard emblazoned with a black bird.

While I’d thought I would prefer being matched with one of the village men who perhaps had as little jousting experience as I had, the sheer force of the two men’s lances smashing against one another’s shields made me realize what a fool I was. The nobleman’s son leaned back precariously in his saddle, but managed to keep his seat. The village man looked as unmoved and unlikely to be moved as a mountain.

I breathed in and out, taking very slow, measured breaths through a tight airway. There was an advantage in being matched with Sir Ogodon, I told myself as a distraction from the settling panic. I’d seen him joust before. I could use that to my benefit, surely.

The nobleman’s son was unseated in the second pass. The mud-spattered village man raised his lance to the crowd, who bellowed in mixed response to his victory, as his limp opponent was removed from the now-muddy field. The rain fell in earnest as the next pair took their places. One, the other villager, was a wiry man who had no standard or colors. On the opposite end was Sir Walrick, a pig of a knight who I’d have enjoyed seeing unseated. Unfortunately, Sir Walrick took the village man down in the first pass, smashing his lance directly into the visor of the poor man’s helmet. I forced myself to keep my eyes open as a squire led my horse to the starting point, even though the fear now coursing in a frenzy through my veins urged me to shut them, shut out the whole ordeal.

I sat as straight and stiff as I could. Tugging on that small silver thread that cloaked my magic, I felt the familiar cool ripple descending over me. That small sensation, like a kiss from the stars, was bolstering enough to steady me as I gathered the fragments of my spell of concentration and put them in place. The renewed spell felt like a steadying hand on my shoulder.

I hefted my lance and tightened my knees gently against the side of my mare. She was calm, but alert. Sir Ogodon, his brilliant green and black colors flowing over his horse and stretching across his broad chest, was mounted with lance at the ready on the opposite end of the list. My eyes found my target: the center of his shield.

The moment before the blast of the bugle was so silent, and surely, too long? What were they waiting for? I tightened my grip on my lance and leaned into it slightly. I did not let my gaze waver from the shield.

Then, sharply, the bugle blasted its signal.

The horses knew what to do. My mare leapt forward, eager to reach a full gallop, straight along the tilt rail as Sir Kaius had instructed. I blinked rapidly as Sir Ogodon’s horse neared mine, then, against every reminder to myself, I squeezed my eyes shut and leaned in a slight veer, bracing for impact.

But it never came. I whipped my head around in confusion. Sir Ogodon, the plume from his helmet bent backward, was galloping to the end of the list and wheeling his horse around for the second pass. We had both missed.

My fear, suddenly, was gone. In its place was a blazing determination. He hadn’t hit me. I could hit him. This time my eyes would be open. This time I would not shy.

I wheeled my horse around and did not hesitate, as I knew he would not. I remembered now: Sir Ogodon had lost to Corin in the joust I’d viewed so many months ago because he hadn’t held his lance high enough. It had struck only air under Corin’s arm. Thanking my weight-lightening spell, I held my lance higher.

There was no second bugle blast, just the thundering of hooves as Sir Ogodon barreled back down the list toward me. My mare responded to my light guidance and flew again into a gallop, hugging the rail. Mud sprayed where her hooves met the ground. Unbidden, a wordless yell tore from my lips, joining the cacophony of the crowd as my lance smashed into the center of Ogodon’s shield. His lance grazed along the top of mine, sending sharp reverberations up my arm. The impact did not unseat him, and again he did not hesitate, but thundered down the field to wheel about for the final pass.

My mount was now quite as resolved to see this through as I was, and she wheeled with a prance and toss of her mane before flying down the list for the final pass. My concentration was fixed on the shield again, and I leaned forward, determined to strike with more force. I had the disadvantage of less weight behind my hit than the rest of the challengers, but I could at least strike true.

And I did. My lance struck again, splintering as it hit directly in the center of the shield. But so did Sir Ogodon’s.

The impact, glancing past my shield and striking the center of my abdomen, punched the breath out of my body. Gasping inefficiently for breath, I leaned forward, determined to stay mounted. My horse slowed gently, perhaps sensing my need for stillness.

Finally, my lungs responded to the panicked pleading of my body, and I inhaled so sharply that I coughed. The herald ran onto the field, and the roaring crowd quieted with three sharp belts of the bugle.

“The Golden Knight wins the round with a total of two true hits!”

I wanted to gallop off of the grounds, wrap my cloak around myself, and steal home to announce my triumph and nurse my bruises. I nearly did. But now Corin was taking the field. Although I ached, I stayed atop my mare and led her to the edges of the field to observe the final set of the round. My lungs trembled, and my entire torso tightened with aftershocks.

A confusion of vibrations in the air snagged at my senses. It was vaguely familiar. A shiver rolled over my horse’s hide. Glancing around the darkened arena, I realized that it was not something that I would be able to see: I was sensing magic. The vibration was hot with rage, anticipation, and uneasiness. Following its thread, I looked up into the royal box. And there, I found the source.

Lord Roth, thinner than I’d ever seen him, waxy and weak, was on his feet, leaning forward and staring at the two contestants with hungry intensity. The tremor of magic led directly to him, coiling around him, and also away—a winding tether that fastened to Corin, so heavy with enchantment that it was almost visible. I froze in my saddle.

Corin’s colors were sky blue and spring green, and his shield and standard bore the bird of Noveris. He rode on a large palomino, which cantered smartly to his end of the list. On the opposite end was Argan, who had clearly gained a generous sponsor. His surcoat and charger’s caparison flowed brilliant blue, and his armor gleamed.

The moment slowed for me again, as it had seemed to in the seconds before my joust began. The magic I’d now located, I couldn’t ignore. It rubbed painfully against my brain.

I had no desire to see Corin hurt, nor to see Argan advance. But I also had no desire to face him tomorrow in the arena—and, worse yet, to see a spellbound Teravere take the throne. Tears pricked my eyes as he thundered, straight and tall in the saddle, toward Argan. Argan barreled down the list, leaning into the wind and aiming high. Tentatively, my mind reached out.

I couldn’t do it.

In the first pass, both riders splintered their lances and maintained their seats, and both retrieved another lance as they prepared for their second pass. The magic pulsated around Corin, clung to him. I tried to swallow past the lump in my throat.

They galloped down the list again. Corin raised his lance.

I had to. I didn’t pull back this time.

“Corin!”

I pushed everything I had left into the mental call—and it was enough. Corin jerked in the saddle, and his grip on the lance faltered. Argan’s lance crashed into his side, splintering with a sickening crunch. Corin doubled over in his saddle.

I closed my eyes, tears flowing now. He was hurt . . . I’d done what I had to do.

But he wasn’t finished. His lance still intact, Corin threw his shield to the ground and clutched at his wounded side, then wheeled his horse around and began thundering back down the list. Argan snatched up a fresh lance from a frantic squire, and in a split second, the two men met at top speed with a horrifying crash of wood and steel. I was too shocked to reach out to Corin again, and it was over so fast.

Argan lay on the ground. Corin doubled over, coils of enchantment binding him to the saddle. Lord Roth smiled broadly at his friends, clasping hands in graceful victory. Corin had won his set. Nauseating tendrils of magic licked around him. We would both take the arena in the final round.
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The Red Tent

SEREN

My return to the smithy following the joust was far more jubilant than the somber, fear-saturated aftershock of my first victory, despite the heavens opening to a house-rattling thunderstorm as soon as I’d left the palace grounds. Sir Kaius passed around cups of cider, and my mother and even Estrid held me and laughed in astounded relief as I recounted every detail that I could remember of my victory. Although the bruises covering my torso had blossomed into garish purple and green stains against my pale skin, and Sir Ogodon’s lance against my shield had added another, low on my stomach, I felt an overflow of gratitude for the star-blessed materials that had helped my armor protect me from worse.

Hedy arrived a little after I did, already a bit tipsy, and flung her arms around me, smelling of ale.

“Oh, you did it, girl! Makin’ me proud! My friends never believed it when I told ’em about you, but they sure as anything believe me now!” she crowed as she tottered to the fire.

“Just what did you tell your friends?” Estrid asked sharply, catching Hedy as she missed the chair she was attempting to fall into.

Sir Kaius helped heave the oblivious old woman into the seat by the fire.

“Oh, hold on to your hairnet, I didn’t tell ’em who she is, exactly!” Hedy said, then hiccupped.

Silence fell over the room. Hedy leaned forward and began rubbing her dry, wrinkled hands before the fire. Mother sat on the chair next to her.

“But . . . what did you tell them, Hedy? And who are your friends?” She spoke calmly, but her body was tense.

“I’ve lots of friends, I have!”

“Well, that’s just wonderful—” Sir Kaius rumbled in a dangerous tone, but my mother held her hand up to him.

Hedy was looking at her now, a bit petulantly. “I don’t think you understand what this girl means to my kind. Even a bit of hope is better than none at all!” She sighed in longsuffering resignation. “I told a few people that one of our own was competing for the crown. They probably told a few more . . . and so on. You might have noticed you had quite a lot of support today!” She nodded at me pleasantly, clearly expecting some thanks.

“And . . . what else did you tell them?” my mother asked.

“Nothing! I’m not stupid!”

Mother looked at Estrid helplessly, who was shaking her head in disbelief.

“You better get ready for that feast tonight, though, Princess!” Hedy surveyed me in alarm. “You’re far too muddy to go in that state.”

“Why would I go anywhere?” I asked, thoroughly exhausted, yet faintly amused by the old hedgewitch.

“There’s a celebration tonight,” Sir Kaius explained. “To honor the final four champions. You should not go,” he added unnecessarily.

“If she wants to win tomorrow, she better go tonight! Do I have to tell you people everything?” Hedy hopped up suddenly and shuffled to the table, where she began to pour herself some cider in Sir Kaius’s tankard. Then she turned back to me.

“You felt it, too, didn’t you? You must have. You’re going to need to put a stop to what that old fool is doing to the Teravere boy, or he’ll be our king by this time tomorrow.”

“You felt the magic too, then,” I said, unhappily acknowledging the truth I wanted to forget. Hedy’s sharp senses never failed. I glanced at my mother and Estrid. “She’s right,” I confessed. “Lord Roth has some sort of hold or enchantment over Corin. I could feel it today.”

“And he’s bound to give it everything he’s got tomorrow to get his puppet on the throne,” Hedy declared. She patted me on the shoulder. “You’re a bit thick, dear, but you’re still our champion, and we’d take you over that old sorcerer and his rag doll any day of the week!” She smiled as if she’d said something very kind. Then, taking the full cup of cider, she shuffled up the stairs.

We stared at one another following Hedy’s exit.

“She may actually be right,” I said slowly. “I can’t let Lord Roth continue whatever he’s doing to Corin—or whatever they’re both doing. He must be determined to get him on the throne.”

“And if he is Teravere,” Estrid said firmly, “we can’t let that happen.”

“Lord Roth,” my mother said in a small voice from her seat by the fire. “I don’t like this at all.” She glanced at me. “He’s always made me nervous.” She said the word like it couldn’t encompass what she really meant.

“With good reason, it seems,” said Estrid. “Should we go to the enchanted boy or the source, do you think?” She continued to surprise me with her determination to act for our cause. Finding my mother seemed to have awakened the original spirit within Estrid.

Sir Kaius cleared his throat. “You don’t mean to tell me that you’re all taking that, er, aging hedgewitch’s word and acting on it?”

“She was right about him, though,” I told him. “I felt the enchantment. It’s dark and . . . painful. We have to at least try to stop him before I fight tomorrow. If I can win the round without an enchanted opponent, I will be incredibly lucky. An enchanted one is almost out of the question. And the magic I was sensing was strong. Corin may not leave his opponents alive tomorrow if he’s in its thrall.”

Estrid tilted her chin up at Sir Kaius. “She’s come this far. We can trust her with this.”
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My star-thread gown was still intact, so I put it on. The material slid like water over my skin, and I could sense the star-blessing within the threads soaking into my flesh and bones, as if drawn like a magnet to the Lumina part of me. The gown did not cover the bruises on my arms, but it didn’t really matter, because I imbued it with an unobservable charm that I’d found in Estrid’s book. It may not last as long as my hide cloak, but I couldn’t bring myself to again don the smelly, heavy furs on such a warm night. The material greedily absorbed the spell. If anyone did notice me, they would only see a nondescript, fancily clad reveler attending the ball. As long as I only wore it for a few hours, I shouldn’t be recognized.

Sir Kaius offered to come with me, but I requested that he stay with my mother. Although he had enlisted a handful of men who were loyal to him and would not ask questions to watch the smithy day and night, I did not like leaving her without his protection. Estrid insisted on coming along, however.

My mother washed my hair for me, allowing what remained of the inkfloret dye to rinse away. As we prepared, brilliant moonlight and starlight flooded the room. The presence of my mother and Estrid filled me with gratitude, but I missed Meline, who I’d never really known, but who had somehow been with me all those years.

When it was time, Estrid and I crept swiftly through the muddy city streets, which were again alight with celebrations. I wore the star-thread gown like armor, feeling somehow safer in its silky glow than I had in my chain mail and plate.

As we neared the Gilded Palace walls, I cleared and cloaked my mind as well as I could, then sent out tendrils of a searching spell. It made me anxious to do so; if Corin was ensnared in some sort of enchantment, I didn’t know what might happen if he sensed my presence. I concentrated on keeping my own mind tightly shuttered as I sent out the spell. A faint tug told me that Corin was within the walls ahead. We were headed in the right direction.

I felt a frisson of nerves as we stepped through the gates into the palace courtyard and wondered if the spell on my gown would serve me well. So far, it seemed to: The courtyard was packed with revelers, almost as wild as the street crowds on the first night we’d entered the city, and none of them took any notice of me. As I steeled myself for its true test, entering the palace, the guiding sensation within tugged sharply to the west. I took a few steps toward the palace steps, and the tugging grew sharper still. Corin must not be inside the palace.

“This way,” I mouthed over my shoulder to Estrid. There was no use trying to be heard above the din pressing in from all sides.

The spell led me firmly away from the palace, past the stables and barracks. I was more relieved than I cared to acknowledge. The prospect of stepping into the palace of my dead stepfather had felt like preparing to enter a familiar nightmare.

“He’s probably in one of those tents,” Estrid whispered. “You’ll have better luck assessing him without me there to put him on his guard. I’ll wait here.”

Leaving her to keep watch near the barracks, I headed up a hill that looked down at the cluster of tents reserved for the champions. Each was marked with a standard on a pole. I saw the one likely meant to be mine, shimmering with the emblem of a golden helmet. Corin’s, green wings over brilliant blue, was right next to it.

I stopped on the hill for a moment and stood in the starlight, feeling it lighting my skin, leaving tingles of encouragement where it touched. The thought of facing him alone, not knowing what or whom I would find, terrified me more than charging down the lists at Sir Ogodon. My breath grew tight and small in my chest. I turned my face up to the sky and felt that now-familiar brush of tenderness, something beyond the stars, offering me a blessing of bravery.

I descended the hill at a run, unwilling to lose even an ounce of bestowed courage. When I reached Corin’s tent, I saw a dim light glowing through the heavy red fabric of the hangings. All the other tents were dark. Falon and Arc were both standing outside the tent, whispering to one another. I could see the bewilderment in their eyes when they struggled to focus on me as I approached, then they seemed to immediately forget and return to their conversation. I paused to listen.

“Physician said we just need to wait and see, but . . . if it’s infected tomorrow, he will be in a worse state, too bad to fight.”

“Lord Roth will insist,” Arc muttered angrily as the two began slowly walking away from the tent, toward the courtyard.

Without waiting to hear more, I found the entrance flap and pushed through it.

The light was coming from a flickering candle next to a cot. Corin lay very still on his side with his back to me. I approached slowly, remembering how he was able to see me in my cloak when no one else could.

His breaths were shallow, and his torso was bare; I could see the poulticed wound on his rib cage. The flesh around it was puffy and red.

Sinking to my knees next to him, I gently touched the swollen flesh, and he flinched. His skin was burning. I noted the sweat glistening on his skin, even though the night had grown cool, and gently touched the uninjured skin of his back. I found that it was also much too hot.

With a sudden, weak moan, Corin flipped onto his back, then cried out in pain as the poultice slipped off of his wound. I bent over it, examining the nasty hash the lance had made of his flesh. The shaft had splintered, and clearly several long bits had made it past his breastplate and had driven deep into his flesh. They’d been removed, but the puncture marks were open and oozing dark blood and some other thin, cloudy, yellowish fluid. Corin’s whole body tensed, then relaxed, then tensed again, and I could hear him gritting his teeth as I gently examined the wound, checking to see if any bits of the lance had been left inside.

“Seren,” he whispered hoarsely.

I looked up sharply. His eyes were slit open, and a rather foolish grin was spreading across his face, in spite of the pain that furrowed his brow.

“You’re beautiful. You’re not here, but if you were, I would tell you that.”

“That’s right,” I whispered. “I’m not here. Now try to be quiet.”

“I would take you up to the palace and dance with you, if you were here. Or maybe dance with you . . . under the stars.” He grunted in pain and squeezed his eyes shut. “So pretty in the stars. Pretty in that dress. If I could just—stand up—” He made an alarming attempt to do so.

“Corin. Corin!” I put my hand on his arm and firmly pressed down as he struggled to heave his body into a sitting position. “Wait. Just wait. No dancing yet.”

“Later, though?” He dropped back onto the cot with a groan as a pained smile tilted his lips. A fresh gush of blood slid down his side.

“Later. But really . . . you have to hold still.”

He did so, and I tried my best to ignore his clouded eyes on me as I closed my own and reached out to ascertain the nature and severity of his injury. It took me a long moment to calm my racing pulse and forget my audience.

There was, indeed, some of the lance left inside the wound. Several bits, in fact. It would take some time to draw them out. I worked as steadily and calmly as I could, trying not to rush my methodical process. The center of the wound was boiling with the pain of a burgeoning infection. Slowly, sending as much relief as my concentration would allow, I drew the broken lance splinters out, bit by bit. They floated to the surface of his flesh and slid down his skin on thin rivulets of blood. I did my best to ignore Corin’s tight groans of pain, but his rib cage expanded over and over again under my hands as he fought to catch his breath.

Next, I tended to the infection, and eventually, he calmed. Then I turned my attention to the fever. I could not bring this down enough, though, even once the infection had been cleared away. Something was stopping me.

I frowned as my mind was led, like a magnet to steel, to something at the center of his chest. Something that was also hot and angry and pulsing with some dark purpose, but not pain or injury. I felt that nauseating lick of enchantment as my mind made its way toward this thing, whatever it was. It was surrounded in some sort of black mass. I opened my eyes, frowning. Corin was lying still, staring at me in earnest now. His face was clear of the pain his injury had caused, but still taut and damp with fever. His eyes searched mine.

Leaning over him, I ignored his face and sought out the physical location of the darkness. There. On his chest, just below his breastbone, was a small, hard lump. From this lump in his flesh, a chain was fastened tightly to his very skin, leading up and around his neck. I uttered an involuntary gasp.

“They’ve left me alone, for now,” Corin whispered. “Probably because I’m meant to be sleeping off fever and injury.” His eyes were wide, and to my discomfort, frightened. “I hardly know what—what’s happened to me.” He ran a finger over the lump on his chest, wincing slightly. “I want to explain . . . but I don’t know how. I almost feel like I could show you.”

He reached for my hand. I opened mine to his, ignoring my fear and trusting him instinctively, and he clasped it firmly. He closed his eyes. I kept mine open, staring almost in horror at the lump on his chest. Then, less sudden and upending than the scrying pool, but no less clear, I saw what he was showing me.

It is a ring. My ring, in fact.

The emerald lay against his chest long enough for the enchantment to take hold and knit itself to him, closing his flesh around the ring.

Teravere.

The ring is Teravere. Lord Roth is Teravere. But he is more of something else.

And Corin is Teravere.

I feel his anger when Roth presents it to him. I feel the hunger that Roth conceals so well.

“It may well awaken your own Teravere powers,” Roth says. And he means it. But only because he has put every last scrap of his own power into the ring to use as a conduit. Corin can be controlled once the Teravere in the ring latches onto the Teravere blood in his veins.

I see the battle lust that has eclipsed Corin’s every sense and desire.

Roth.

I see the spark of Teravere igniting against the ring. It is almost too late. Roth will be able to catch hold of it soon and use it to complete something he began almost twenty years ago. A curse. Victory in the arena will complete this purpose.

Corin released my hand, breaking the connection. He was breathing very hard now, and a drop of sweat rolled down the side of his face.

“Did you see it all too?” he rasped, but speaking more steadily now. “That’s the most . . . enlightened I’ve been. I’ve hardly been able to . . . think at all these past few days. I don’t even remember the first two rounds of the tournament—I just know that they happened. You helped me see.”

“Corin, you can’t fight tomorrow,” I said urgently. “We have to get you away from this enchantment. If you’re the last Teravere with power, we can’t let Roth catch hold of it.” I was panicked and anxious as this vision jumbled together with the others I’d seen in the scrying pool.

“You told me before, in a way. I didn’t listen.” He looked at me with sudden calm. “You need to take the ring away.”

I flinched in revulsion, even though the thought had already crossed my mind.

“You can do it,” he added. He smiled.

I didn’t know how much time I had, but I couldn’t leave him like this. “All—all right,” I said.

“It’s good to hear your voice again,” he said as he closed his eyes, steeling himself.

I refused to let his words throw off my concentration, however much they rattled me. Placing my hand lightly over the lump on his chest, I closed my eyes and performed the same set of spells that I’d used to draw forth the bits of lance from his wounded flesh.

But the ring was far more stubborn. It was fastened so tightly, it felt as if it might well have become fused to his bones. I felt a resistance with every tug of my spell, and I sensed Corin writhing in pain beneath my hand. Black barbs dug deep inside of him. This magic was ancient and foul. It felt so different from the power I’d sensed in Corin before.

I struggled to maintain my concentration; it seemed to flail and slip away from me as his pain filled my consciousness. Taking a deep breath, I slowly reached for the source of my magic and pulled that shimmering thread into the working. Finally, I felt a loosening. With regret for the pain it would cause, I pushed a surge of power into my spell and tugged hard.

The ring burst through the scarred flesh that had bound itself around it. Corin ground his teeth, suppressing a yell. The chain around his neck had broken, and the emerald ring lay on his chest next to the ragged hole that it had sprung from, glistening with blood and some other dark matter.

Gingerly, I picked up the ring. It vibrated faintly with a repellant sort of energy that I didn’t like to touch. I peered into the hole in Corin’s chest; it was deeper than I would have expected. Laying a hand on his arm to still him, I healed it quickly, closing the flesh rather clumsily in my fear and haste.

We were silent then for a long moment. I put the ring into my pocket. Corin’s breathing began to regulate, although I could see that pain still wracked and rippled over his body. I wanted to offer him relief, but I was spent. I could have dropped my head down onto him and passed out in an instant if I let myself.

But then he opened his eyes and slowly raised himself to a sitting position on the cot. He looked at me, his eyes clearer and more alert now.

“I almost can’t believe that you’re really here. But since you are—” His voice dropped low. “Seren, I apologize. I mean—Your Highness. I should never have had ambitions to take the throne that should be yours. I don’t know if Roth’s hold on me is gone. I suppose we will find out tomorrow when he needs me to fight again. But I swear to you that I will do everything in my power to break free of him. Thanks to you, it may be possible now.”

His eyes were on mine as he spoke. Now they traveled over my shoulders, down my arms. His brow furrowed.

“What—” He reached out and lightly touched one of the larger bruises on my arm. Then his expression cleared. “You’re the Golden Knight.” A broad smile spread across his face. “I should have known that you wouldn’t just sit back and let a bunch of oafs compete for your throne without a fight.”

“I just wanted to see what you all were made of,” I tried to joke, but my voice came out very small. For some reason, this made his smile even brighter.

“Good. This is good. Do you remember what you did to me in the woods outside of Harrowdam?” he asked. Slowly, he leaned closer to me, bringing his hand up to my cheek.

“Just concentrate on that for a moment,” he said softly. Then he closed the gap between us and put his lips on mine.

My brain was incapable of concentrating. But then, as he kissed me, I felt what he meant, rather than fully comprehending. I’d felt this before, only the first time had somehow been less exciting than this. When I’d reached out to him in the wood, meaning to borrow just a little strength after my escape from Felaurum, and touched his skin, power had flowed from him to me. It did so again. I kissed him back, involuntarily responding. A power that I recognized, as thrilling as starlight, spread throughout me. I felt full of oxygen, as brilliant as sunlight.

I was taking this, whatever it was, away from him.

I broke away suddenly, frightened of what I was losing as I did so. It wasn’t the power that I wanted. It was him.

“I—I’m sorry!” My voice shook. As they had before, my fingertips glowed with a pale light.

“Don’t be. Don’t be sorry.” He smiled, then sobered. “That wretched enchantment dug deep, and surged when it was time to fight. I don’t know if I will be able to avoid the arena tomorrow. But I want you to have your best chance.”

“So . . . you kissed me to give me strength?”

“Yes.” He clasped my hand as he fell back on the cot and labored for breath. His eyelids looked heavy, but his expression was pleased, unabashed. “Teravere strength, if I’m not mistaken. It’s been building since before Roth gave me the ring. I think you awoke it when you touched me in Harrow Wood, actually. The kiss seemed the most efficient way to transfer the, er, power.” He grinned. “We could give it one more try, in case you need more . . .”

“No—I mean . . .” I pulled away and scrambled awkwardly to my feet.

He started to try to stand, but I could see the way the movement pulled at the still raw injury on his side.

“Please. Stay there. Don’t get up.” I hesitated. “If we were to do that again, would it happen every time? I mean, I’ve touched you without stealing strength before, haven’t I . . . ?” I fluttered my hands in front of me. “Never mind. You need to rest. Rest!” I started to push my way through the tent flap.

“Seren!”

I turned back, mortified. Corin was half sitting up on his cot, but his arms supporting his body were shaking. “If I’m there tomorrow, don’t hold back. Because if I can’t stay away, then I can’t hold back either.” The ring of warning in his voice was tinged with a sort of desperation.

I nodded, then escaped.
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Knight of the Sun, Moon, and Stars

SEREN

On my way back to the barracks, I paused and rinsed the abhorrent emerald ring in a trough. Estrid blinked at me a few times when I found her, but eventually was able to focus on me through the spell on my gown. If she noticed that I was shaking, and that my fingertips still glowed slightly, she did not comment. I showed her the ring.

“The enchantment is mostly dead now, at least in this vessel,” she said after examining it.

“Do you have Salt Serpent ash?” I asked her as we moved into the shadows of the stable walls.

“Of course.” Estrid reached into one of her deep pockets and withdrew the small pouch. She set the ring on the ground and handed me the pouch. “Here. Your working will be stronger than mine.”

I accepted the pouch and knelt next to the ring where it lay in a patch of matted grass. I gazed at the liquid emerald for a moment, then placed my hand over it and closed my eyes.

Lord Roth sits with the king in the council chambers, alone. Ormand is as vacant as a scarecrow. Lord Roth smiles a compassionate smile and lays a calming hand over the king’s larger, twitching one. The midsummer sunset jaundices the lord’s skin and reflects in his pale eyes, rendering them colorless.

“Your daughter, Seren, Your Highness. She may never rule competently in her own right, but she is nearly as young and beautiful as her mother was when you married her. It is not too late to begin again. Let Seren right her mother’s wrong. Let her provide a son for you.”

He nudges a small item on the table toward the king. The ring. King Ormand picks it up and stares at it for a long moment, his eyes still blank tombs. Then he nods and slips it onto his little finger.

“For Seren. Future mother of my true heir.”

I shook as the ring’s vision released me. It was nothing but a moment in time. Still, I didn’t know if I would ever be free of the sickening fear created by the decision made within that moment.

Hands trembling, I poured the Salt Serpent ash over the ring. My fingers, still glowing from the transferred power in Corin’s kiss, packed the magic of the Lumina into a small, white flame that danced at the end of my fingertips.

Estrid took a step back as I stood over the small ash mound. In one quick movement, I threw the flame down, like a bolt of lightning, directly onto the ring. In the next instant, nothing remained but a charred circle on the ground by the stable wall.
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CORIN

Something had changed.

Something was missing.

But it didn’t matter. Tendrils of purpose clawed their way deep inside, fastening to muscle, bone, and marrow. He would triumph, he would reign. He would bring about the return of their world, to the ruination of all else. He would free them at last. The whispers told him so, cold hands clung and blinded him to all but this end.

“Corin! Your fever’s broken. Can you sit up?”

Corin opened his eyes to the dim, pink light of dawn filtering through his tent walls. Falon and Arc were looking at him anxiously.

“Lord Roth and his physician have just been by. They say you’re cleared to compete today, if you’re up for it.”

“Who?” Corin asked blankly.

“Lord Roth. Your sponsor?” Falon handed Corin a cup of water. “But this is in your hands, mate. No one can make you finish the competition unless you will it.”

Corin took a long drink. His brain felt muddy. The final round of the tournament was today.

“Of course I’ll compete,” he said, allowing his friends to help him to his feet. Everything hurt, but in a good way. Like the way his muscles complained after a very long day on the training field.

“If you’re sure. Your wound is looking much better than I expected,” Arc said as he rummaged for a clean shirt for Corin.

Falon handed him a warm bowl of porridge. “Final round starts at noon. You’ve two hours to get your strength up. You’ll be up first, against Terrow of the Skelder Plains. Not a nobleman, but his performance in the melee and joust were equal to any of the knights. Don’t let your guard down.”

Corin nodded absently. “Who else is left?”

“Sir Walrick, sponsored by Gifrey, and the Golden Knight—whoever he is,” answered Arc as he handed Corin his shirt. “I imagine Walrick will come out the winner there, then you’ll face him after you’ve finished with poor Terrow.”

“Do we know anything about this Golden Knight?” asked Corin. His brain felt muddier still, and the whispers, always with him now, were hissing like a rainstorm. His hands itched for his sword and an opponent.

“Only that he’s a bit shy. Never used his tent, left immediately after each round.”

“Body language always hesitant, you know? Not confident,” Falon added. “But he’s made it this far, so don’t underestimate him either.”

His friends’ voices were receding. The vicious whispers were chanting now, a perverse cantillation at full bloom in the center of his consciousness.

Fight to kill.
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SEREN

My mother, Estrid, and Sir Kaius insisted on coming to the arena to witness the final round of the tournament. It was easier than I imagined for my mother to disguise herself; poisonous smoke from a fresh ground-burning was drifting over the city and mingling with a dense fog, compelling many people to wear scarves tied around the lower halves of their face. My mother covered hers with a thick kerchief, then hid her hair underneath the hood of her cloak.

I didn’t realize how much more nervous I’d feel with supporters in the stands. And it wasn’t just my mother, Estrid, and Sir Kaius. As I approached the field on my mare, helmet firmly in place, an eruption of cheers burst forth. The cheers seemed to have originated from one section in particular, along with chants of “Golden Knight! Golden Knight!” but the rest of the spectators took it up enthusiastically. I rode onto the field and allowed my mare to take a lap around the arena before bringing her, prancing vainly of her own accord, to stand before the top box. I smiled in the privacy of my helmet. My people might not know who I was, but I was happy to receive their energy nevertheless. I did not begrudge myself the exhilaration: I needed it to get through what lay ahead.

A sharp wind cleared the hazy air over the arena, and brilliant sunshine poured onto the field. Through my visor, I could see why the name Golden Knight had stuck. My armor sparkled brilliantly with every star-blessed material that I’d inlaid over the steel. The gold was visible, shimmering through the moonsilver, and the star-threads that my mother, Estrid, and I had woven over top in an intricate pattern shimmered like glistening constellations. I felt ostentatious and conspicuous, but also incredibly grateful.

I was the first on the field, but I was not alone for long. Sir Walrick appeared immediately after I’d taken my place and followed my example by taking a lap around the arena. The cheers, I noticed with a flicker of satisfaction, were considerably more subdued. He was a rich man, but a notably unpleasant one.

Terrow of the Skelder Plains, with his hastily sewn black and white standard, arrived next, galloping around the arena twice to much louder cheers than Sir Walrick’s. And lastly, Corin.

He’d come.

He did not take a lap, but cantered directly to his place next to Terrow. My heart seemed to drop into the pit of my stomach. The tremor that I’d sensed yesterday grew heavy in the air around me, the main thread of it leading again from Lord Roth, still and expressionless in his seat next to Lord Gifrey, to Corin.

I’d been so nervous—and clearly not thorough enough when I’d removed the ring from Corin’s chest; I’d failed to clear him of the barbs of Roth’s enchantment. I steadied my erratic breath and rapid pulse by cloaking my magic, then slowly gathered and arranged the spell components that would make up my spells of concentration, agility, and strength. It would not be difficult to maintain them; the power from Corin’s kiss had faded only slightly, and I could feel the strength surging through my veins almost wildly. Every bit of magic that I’d attempted since the kiss had been enhanced with the power, and a breeze to perform. While I felt a knot in my stomach, knowing that he must be somewhat weakened now, I knew that I had no chance of winning the throne without it.

The crowd cheered loudly for Sir Corin, yet the ovation was cut short when Lord Gifrey stood to the sharp, now gratingly familiar blasts of the bugle.

“Today,” he bellowed hoarsely, “we gather to witness a momentous event. In keeping with the ancient and honorable tradition of ascension by combat, and in the absence of an heir, the winner of today’s match will be your new king!” He announced the last five words with as much volume and emphasis as his voice could muster, and the crowd responded with fervent applause. He raised his arms again. “The coronation will take place tomorrow morning. The king will select his court, and Stelauris will see a new day!”

By the emotion in his now-ragged voice, I could almost believe that Lord Gifrey cared about the hope of Stelauris’ future more than his own personal gains. Almost.

The crowd would not be silenced this time.

We were signaled to ride off of the field and instructed to dismount. The bouts would be sparred on foot, over a low barrier to prevent excessive injury. Terrow of Skelder Plains rode to the east end with me, and Corin and Sir Walrick rode to the west. A herald stood in the middle of the arena and announced the first set in a voice much better suited to crowds than Lord Gifrey’s.

“The rankings from yesterday’s joust are thus: First place: Sir Walrick of Felaurum. Second place: Sir Corin of Noveris. Third place: Terrow of Skelder Plains. And fourth place: The Golden Knight.”

The crowd reacted to these rankings with considerable protest, but the herald managed to quell them. “The two middle-ranking contestants will face each other first, followed by a pairing of the first and fourth place champions. The winners of each bout will face each other for the final victory. And now I present to you, your champions from Noveris and Skelder Plains, Sir Corin and Terrow!”

Hefting his weapon of choice, a battle-axe, Terrow nodded to me, then sprinted onto the field. It seemed quite as clear to the crowd as it did to me that Terrow had deserved a higher ranking than Sir Walrick. Still, I could only feel grateful that I did not have to face him.

Terrow held nothing back. The barrier had been placed down the center of the field to hinder the fighters’ movements enough to prevent fatal injury, but Terrow didn’t look hindered. He met Corin over the barrier with a mighty clash of his axe. Corin barely blocked the blow in time with his own battle-axe, then stepped back and whipped the weapon around, aiming a strike at Terrow’s head with the butt end. The blow landed, but did not deter his opponent. Terrow was clearly determined.

Corin matched his determination, and the brutal intensity of their bout quieted the crowd in the stands. The sounds of the axes hooking, scraping, clashing against wood and steel seemed to carry on without ceasing for an eternity. I couldn’t look away. I couldn’t imagine what I would do if my opponent chose the same weapon: I’d never trained with a battle-axe.

Corin received his share of knocks with the axe shaft, and one sickening hit to the arm with the blade. He fought on, as if he felt no pain. The vibrations of magic connecting him to Lord Roth were unbroken. I hardly noticed them as I watched the fight.

Although it seemed endless while it was happening, it suddenly was over, far too soon. Corin struck Terrow across the knuckles of his gauntlet, then butted him squarely in the forehead. Terrow dropped his axe and staggered backward, clutching his hand. Then he went down. Squires ran to both men. Corin dropped his axe and strode off of the field, ignoring them.

“Sir Corin of Noveris has beaten Terrow of Skelder Plains!” The explosion from the crowd was jubilation mixed with fury. Clearly, in spite of Corin’s popularity, there were many who had wished to see a commoner take the throne.

“Sir Corin will face the winner of the next bout!”

I realized that I was about to be introduced. I was lightheaded for a moment as I readjusted my grip on the handle of my short sword, which I’d inlaid with star-threads and imbued with resilience and lightening charms, and clutched my shield close to my chest.

Sir Kaius’s voice repeated his advice from the morning in my head. “Keep moving. Only take glancing blows. Use your shield.”

I closed my eyes as the ringing voice of the herald shouted my title, then Sir Walrick’s. It was tradition to grant the highest ranked fighter an easy win against the lowest. I prayed I would upset the expectation. I took the barest moment to collect my borrowed strength, to test the placement of my spells. Then I opened my eyes and sprinted onto the field.
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CORIN

Corin watched the next two competitors take the field with a numb detachment. His hands were itching to take up another weapon. The whispers in his head had subsided, but his mind still felt as thick as the muck on the arena floor. He shook his head, blinking several times as he watched the pair fighting across the barrier. One held a large, flanged mace, and the other, a short sword. The one with the sword wore armor that glittered so brightly in the hazy sunlight that it hurt his eyes.

There was something familiar in the rapid way the Golden Knight—the title came back to him now—moved his feet and swung his sword. He’d watched him before.

Corin shook his head and felt a twinge of pain in the center of his chest, and an intense buzzing filled his head.

The larger knight knew how to use a mace, but he couldn’t land a blow that did any real damage. The Golden Knight moved quickly, taking mostly glancing blows, but absorbing the few true strikes with fortitude. He kept the larger knight on the move as well, with well-placed jabs that didn’t penetrate, but forced the mace-wielding opponent off-balance.

Then, while the Golden Knight was leaping forward to strike, the larger knight swung his heavy mace, striking the center of the Golden Knight’s shield with full-force impact.

The Golden Knight staggered, slipping in the mud of the field, but did not fall. The flange of the mace had dug deeply into the soft wood of the shield, and the larger knight struggled to pull it out. The Golden Knight, still reeling, brought his sword down hard on his opponent’s wrist.

The larger knight instantly released the mace, and the Golden Knight threw the shield and mace to the ground. He held the point of his sword to his opponent’s neck, and the larger knight hesitated. He then knelt, yielding victory.

Corin’s body thrummed with anticipation, but he would have to wait to seize the satisfaction of the final fight. The herald was declaring that the victors, the Golden Knight and Sir Corin, would be treated to a half-hour breather, then the final bout of the tournament would resume.

He paced in his tent, refusing to eat or drink, ignoring the voices all around him that washed over him like wordless wind. He was vaguely aware of the many people who had come to speak with him, congratulate and encourage him, offer him advice . . .

Then, finally, everyone left him alone. The blast of the bugle summoned them back to the field, and he forced himself to walk rather than run to his end of the arena.

He heard his name called. He shoved his helmet down over his head, drew his sword, and accepted his shield from Falon.

“You can do this. You’re almost there,” his friend said, clapping him on the shoulder. “It’s almost over.”

“He’s tired. I can take him down quickly,” Corin muttered. “And then . . .”

Then what? What was he doing this for? He realized that he couldn’t remember. The pain in his chest stung again, the buzzing in his head made him want to scream. He felt a sudden, anguished confusion.

But the bugle blasted. The bout had begun.

Corin met the Golden Knight at the barrier, swinging himself over it amid noises of protest from the crowd, and threw himself into the bout with everything he had. And yet, it didn’t feel like enough. He fought furiously, driving the knight to dart and maneuver in an unrelenting attack, and still the knight never seemed to tire. Corin’s strength, spent in excess from the onset, was flagging. A vibrating, painful tug from the center of his chest was pulling him forward to attack, on and on, ceaseless, urging him to victory. Corin swiped fiercely, as if to take the knight’s head off, and heard the sharp gasps of the crowd as the knight ducked just in time.

This wasn’t that kind of fight, they thought. But it was. This was life or death, and Corin must live, and his opponent must die.

But why? He swung again, but the blow lacked conviction, and the knight parried easily.

Then, suddenly, like a shaft of moonlight in the darkest hour of the night, something clear and beloved broke through whatever was holding his mind in chains.

“Corin. Corin, it’s me.”

She said his name over and over again. He heard, he held on, but he didn’t understand. The voice was gentle, but urgent, and tireless. Again and again she said his name, calling to him. Trying to catch hold. On they fought.

And then she said her own name. And he understood.

“It’s me. It’s Seren.”

He reeled backward, although her last blow had glanced off his shield. Whatever had been tugging him forward, into the fight, snapped. He tore off his helmet and hurled it to the ground. What had happened to him?

Images, like moments from a barely remembered dream, crowded his mind. They spun and ripped through it like a storm. Seren had come to his tent last night. He remembered now. The ring. The memories Seren had unlocked. The healing. The truth.

The Golden Knight pulled up short. She watched him warily, panting and still gripping her sword. He looked at her with a luminous dawning of comprehension. It was Seren.

She dropped her shield into the dirt and planted her feet, then stretched a gauntleted hand toward him. He felt something pass through the air between them, and the stinging spot on his chest began to burn fiercer than ever. She was doing something . . . pulling out the last traces of enchantment, extracting the remaining tendrils. This time she was not too hasty, nor too gentle.

Corin gasped. With a final twist of pain and a surge of relief, he knew it was finally gone. He looked up at the top box, rubbing his chest through his armor. Lord Roth was leaning toward him, his still face betraying nothing. But Corin now knew, with the clarity of a waking mind, the truth of the deception. Roth had played on his anger, grief, and fears; had drawn him in and led him into his trap with deft cunning . . . and something darker. But now, between them was only empty air; the enchantment had severed. Its root had been destroyed.

The betrayal seared Corin as he stared up at Roth, and he felt then that he could kill the treacherous creature. But instead, he threw down his sword to join the helmet on the ground.

A swell of murmurs rose from the stands. Corin looked away from Roth to Seren, who had lowered her hand. He strode forward, towering over her. Then, he knelt in the mud at her feet.

A sudden and shocked hush fell over the spectators.

Corin placed his hands over his knee and looked up at the knight. “Will you take off your helmet, Your Majesty?” he said softly, working to catch his breath. Strong emotion engulfed him. He felt weak and helplessly relieved to be kneeling before her; his mind was fully his own now. “Let the people see their queen.”

“Seren.”

He said her name where only she could hear him, to let her know that he was himself. The knight looked down at him for a long moment. Then, she reached up and pulled off her glittering, mud-spattered helmet.

Golden-red hair, as brilliantly colored as a jewel in the sunshine, spilled over her armor. Her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes were bright.

Corin felt a smile tug at the corners of his lips. Standing, he took her hand that still held the sword and held it high in the air.

The stands were as still and soundless as a frozen pool.

Seren’s hand was steady, and she raised her voice with surprising force. “I am Seren,” she called out into the silence. “Heir of the Lumina, daughter of Danika and Gerard of Kettering Way. And I am your champion.”

A quiet, fresh wind blew over them.

Then a whoop, from Arc, Corin thought, tore open the silence, and the crowd immediately took up the cheer. Like a rumble of thunder, the gathered people of Stelauris erupted in a torrent of joyous gladness and acceptance of their new queen.
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The Name

SEREN

Although Corin’s strength still soared through me, I was numb and wobbly with disbelief as I proceeded up to the palace. A strong wind was blowing. The air felt cleaner, and the sun shone diamond bright. Corin and Falon saw that my mother and Estrid were brought along with me, while Arc sought out Sir Kaius, who had disappeared into the crushing crowd. Hedy was invited to join us, but she declared that she was too popular to leave her friends to celebrate without her.

The palace doors were flung open for me, and the Guard flanked them at attention. Lord Gifrey initially led us, then trailed behind when we bypassed the throne room and great hall, stammering incoherent sentences of disbelief and half apologies before excusing himself to see to the coronation details. I felt disoriented and dizzy as we walked through the quiet corridors, as if the marble walls and gold-streaked pillars of the palace around me were writhing in protest to my arrival. I blinked the thought away. Seeking solitude, we gathered in my dusty old workrooms.

As we entered the dark rooms, and Falon and Corin set about throwing the windows open to the cool wind and sunshine, my memory was assailed with reminiscence that carried sorrow, loneliness, and the endless sense of foreboding that dwelt in me before I left Felaurum. But also, the hope and safety that I’d felt with Meline. My mother.

“Where did Lord Roth go?” my mother asked as she removed her hood and the scarf from her face.

“That’s what I would like to know,” Corin said grimly.

“Is his hold truly broken?” I worked to keep my voice calm. I felt hot and heavy in my armor and itched with embarrassment when Corin looked at me.

“Yes, I’m sure of it now. Something’s weakened him. He couldn’t hold on to me any longer once you broke through. Perhaps removing the ring gave him nothing else to latch onto once he lost me.”

I gazed at him. “Is he Teravere, then? Are you?”

“I am, to my knowledge, the last of any known Teravere line. He claimed that the ring was a Teravere artifact.”

Estrid glanced at me. “We’ve seen the truth of that. Remember?” I tried to remember, then nodded as it came to me. The vision in the scrying pool had shown the ring on the finger of the grieving Teravere.

Someone knocked, and Arc’s voice called out. “It’s us, Your Highness!”

Falon opened the door, and in strode Sir Kaius and Arc, holding Lord Roth between them.

The old man moved with slow dignity, although I could see what a husk he’d become; a withered stalk of a human in the months since I’d last seen him. His grey hair had turned white, and his skin was waxen and pale.

“I couldn’t let him slip away in the excitement after the tournament,” Sir Kaius growled. “We found Lord Vasili as well and took the liberty of having him locked up and put under guard.”

“I’m not so sure now that Vasili is actually guilty of anything. At least, not of kidnapping the queen,” Corin observed.

“He is guilty of being painfully suggestible, and used his considerable resources to track her down for me,” Lord Roth said with a condescending smile. He glanced at Corin with contempt burning in his eyes. “You were meant to rid us of this inconvenience”—he jerked a head at my mother—“but your consciousness was far too slippery to catch hold of. At first.”

“It’s out of your reach now,” Corin snapped. “Thanks to Her Majesty, you’ve lost your chance at a puppet king.”

Roth smiled again. “Oh, you meant far more than that to me. To us,” he said. The familiar, fatherly expression was incongruent with the hate that still raged grotesquely in his pale eyes. “Seren. Danika.” He looked at each of us in turn, but his eyes lingered on my mother. “How nice to see you again.” His voice was gentle as a breeze, but there was a sting of loathing beneath.

My mother had stiffened. “I know your voice now,” she whispered. “I thought you were gone for good.” Her eyes widened.

Lord Roth then did something very strange for a dignified old lord. He hissed. It was a disgusting, inhuman sound. Then, clearing his throat, he spoke in an offended tone.

“After the hapless banishing spell I endured, I had at least enough strength left to find a host. Lord Roth was a weak choice, physically speaking, but he had excellent access to power and a trace of Teravere in him. My own kind, which foolish humans have struggled to name or define since the beginning of time . . . imps, some call us, are hard to kill, you know. I even had enough strength to enact the first wave of my curse, initiated by the promise you made me—and then broke.” He blinked slowly at my mother with sagging eyelids. “Still, the promise was enough to begin the process. To split cracks in the prisons of my brethren. Not enough to free them—only to release the poison that would transform our realm. Surely you noticed the present I left your spawn after you refused to hand her over. A dying kingdom.”

“You cursed us with the poison,” I managed to say. “After my mother refused to give me to you. Why would you want to do that? How much can anyone really enjoy having power over a dying land?”

“Revenge sounds like a tidy answer, does it not? Your mother went back on her word, and after I helped her survive a foolish king’s whims, too. An extremely ignoble, stupid thing to do.” He spat the words, seeming to vacillate between his lordly demeanor and whatever else lurked beneath the surface. “But I am not so petty. My curse, requiring a royal with magic in their blood, was for a deeper purpose. Once I realized that you were an illegitimate princess, you were of no use to me to continue my design. I thought, perhaps, your own magical child, sired from within the royal family might be of use. But Sir Corin turned out to be a much more fruitful choice. Or he would have been, had he not lost his throne in battle to a woman.” He fixed his venomous focus on Corin and began to breathe hard, wheezing audibly.

Sir Kaius tightened his grip on Roth’s robes.

“Of course I went back on my word,” my mother said quietly and took a step forward. “I bargained with you only to save her life. I’d have done far worse than break a vow to keep her safe.” I realized that she was slowly moving between Lord Roth and me, shielding me from him.

The rest of us remained silent, watching the exchange.

“And you won your child’s freedom dishonorably by using your far cleverer sister to defeat me.”

“She was far cleverer,” my mother agreed, and her voice hardened. “And you killed her.”

“Rightly so.” Lord Roth’s head turned to me. “They’ll never let you rule, you know. Daughter of a mad king . . . childish runaway . . . woman that you are. Your line isn’t even legitimate. Sir Corin here—now, he’s a kingly specimen. They will still choose him, even if he did cowardly forfeit his victory. He has true right of the throne. He’s the heir of Queen Sidra.” His voice was sibilant one moment, pompously human the next.

Corin looked Lord Roth straight in the eye. “They will accept Seren because she won the trial by combat. Because she was born and raised to rule and because she is the best one to do so.” He thrust a still-gauntleted arm toward the noises of jubilation floating through the open window. “Do they sound unwilling to you? Seren is the only true hope for this kingdom. I would not take the throne from the rightful ruler even if I could, and I was a blundering idiot to ever let you convince me that I should.”

“Ah! How lovely of him to defend his lady.” Roth smirked.

Arc gave him a little shake. “Do we kill him here, or . . . ?”

“Wait,” Estrid said. Her tone was angry, tense with warning. “He’s not human. He’s not even truly Teravere. He’s one of the Spiteful Ones, and he might have enough strength to seek another host.”

“We prefer it when you call us imps.” Roth tried to sneer, but his voice was a weak whisper.

“But,” my mother interjected, “he was so much more when last I encountered him. I believe now he is nearly spent. Look at him.”

Lord Roth was beginning to sag within his own flesh. His eyes darted about. “You could have been so much more than king,” he rasped at Corin. “We would have laid waste and reformed this wretched bit of earth into a kingdom fit to sustain true royalty. You would have been our savior.” He sprang forward, breaking free of Arc and Sir Kaius in a surge of unexpected strength. He lurched toward Corin, hands outstretched toward his face.

My mother pushed herself in between them, catching Lord Roth’s clawed hands in her own. Then she leaned in and whispered a word, hissing long, drawn-out, heavy vowels and pointed consonants that I could not understand nor ever hope to replicate.

The withered body crumpled instantly to the floor, an empty sack of bones and sinew. A grating, humming vibration filled the room, filled our ears for an agonizing moment, and then disappeared with a reverberating crack.

Immediately filling the silence, however, the vicious tones of the word my mother had spoken washed over me, growing louder and louder in my head, until I could hear nothing else. I was vaguely aware of Corin drawing his sword, of Sir Kaius shouting something.

Then—and I knew with certainty this time that it was not my imagination—the marble walls around us began to swim and writhe madly. But it wasn’t the marble itself, rather the veins of gold that streamed through the whole palace. It rushed and slid along the walls, around the pillars, gathering in thickness, amassing in a river of gold, filling the marble of my workroom. Panic seized me as the nightmare of gold and the rumbling, crashing roar of the word in the air intensified.

And then I saw it, oozing from the crumpled corpse and slithering along the floor, trailing a wake of gold rivulets: a formless body of heavy smoke that moved like a creature with broken limbs, dragging itself toward me. My ears continued to ring with the word, and the floor pooled with molten gold, disorienting me. I felt my mother catch hold of my arm, and Estrid, on my other side, shoved something into my hand. Corin leapt in front of me, sword drawn, but the body of smoke ripped straight through him. He doubled over.

The creature continued its jerking, swift progress toward me, and I realized that it intended to use me—the new queen—as its next vessel. I looked down at my hand, and in it was a small pouch. Salt Serpent ash. I felt my mother and Estrid slip their arms around my shoulders as the body of smoke reared up before us, expanding and filling my vision. In my periphery, I could see Arc, Falon, and Sir Kaius advancing, swords raised.

“Back!” I screamed, my voice barely cutting through the clanging of the word reverberating through my skull.

“Use it, Seren,” came Estrid’s voice in my ear, calm and clear as starlight. I stared at the gathering gold, and spells formed and sprang from my mind, urging the wretched stuff to my bidding. Licks of gold leapt from the collected, swirling pool on the floor and danced before my eyes. Then, like liquid ropes, tendrils lashed themselves around the body of smoke, cutting into it and clinging to it, fastening on, pulling it down, diminishing the imp as it struggled.

I flung a glittering cloud of the Salt Serpent ash over the gold-bound creature with my left hand as a surge of Lumina power shot through the fingertips of my right. The flames that leapt from my hand ignited the ash as I surrendered to the name, letting it flow through my body and lips. I could feel my mother and Estrid speak it as well, their arms still wrapped around me.

As soon as the final, sharp consonant left my mouth, the ash crackled in the air with a burst of sparks like stars. Then, the cursed gold and its shadowy prisoner were gone. Blessed silence settled. Nothing remained but floating cinders and the acrid stench of burned snakeskin.

Estrid looked at my mother. “You knew his name,” she said in a voice so normal and matter-of-fact that it was at complete dissonance with the scene we’d just witnessed. White ash dusted her eyelashes. “Meline discovered it?”

“Yes,” my mother said, stepping away from what remained of Roth’s crumpled host body on the floor. I felt my breath return to my lungs as Corin slowly began to groan and stir, and Arc and Falon uncertainly sheathed their swords. Sir Kaius stared at my mother as if thunderstruck, then strode forward and put an arm around her.

My mother blushed, but continued, “But not in time to finish him off. I think we just have, though.” She nodded at the empty pouch on the floor. “And you came prepared.”

“Well,” Estrid said as she cleaned her spectacles with hands that trembled only a little, “it’s like I always say. That’s nothing a little Salt Serpent ash can’t get rid of.”
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Star-Blessed Stelauris

SEREN

My coronation was half an hour away. I had dreaded it my whole life, and yet, abruptly, it now held none of the same fear for me.

At Corin’s suggestion, I dressed in my star-thread gown (we had only taken a few threads from the hem for the armor enhancements, and I removed the last traces of its unobservable charm). My mother and Estrid had done my hair together, chatting so freely and joyfully that my heart could have burst right there at my dressing table.

I waited in a small room not far from the throne room, with guards outside the door and Sir Kaius stationed just inside. He was giving me all the privacy that he doubtless felt that I needed, but the time alone, with nothing but my own mind to soothe my wild emotions, was too much for my nerves to bear.

I paced. I studied the creamy marble walls and pillars, now gleaming like milk and utterly free of gold. The palace would have to be renamed. The imp’s spun gold was gone, and with its death, the cracks that it had opened were closing. I could feel it in the clean Stelauris air, like nothing I’d breathed in my whole life.

I went to the window, then back to my chair, then to the window again. I’d only waited five minutes.

Sir Kaius cleared his throat. “Your Highness . . . if I may?”

“Please,” I said, attempting to walk calmly back to my chair as he approached.

“You are nervous.”

I would have laughed, but I was too unsettled. “Not in the same way I always thought I would be. But, yes.”

“What about?”

I held my hands together to keep them from fidgeting. “I was never sure if my father—that is, if the king’s madness would manifest in me someday. I was afraid to rule and become a mad tyrant like he was. Now I know that won’t happen. But I am afraid that the people won’t accept me as I am. They will know that I am no relation of Ormand’s, but perhaps they still fear another mad ruler. I am afraid that the nobles will try to influence me, day and night, or push me out when they fail. Like they did to Queen Sidra.”

Sir Kaius looked into my eyes. “You will be queen, Seren, because you won ascension by combat, not because of who your father was or wasn’t. Not to mention, Queen Sidra was among the star-blessed. You’ve more right to rule than Ormand ever did. You have the Guard on your side, without question. And, perhaps most importantly, you’ve already brought an end to the poison seasons. Reports of the new growth disappearing are coming in from all over Stelauris. The air is clearing. The people might not know how you actually brought an end to it, but they attribute it to you. You are already being hailed as Queen Seren: the Hope of Stelauris.” He smiled. “And as for the nobles—you don’t need to keep a single one in your court. They have no power over a sane monarch. Is that enough to get you through today?”

His encouragement bolstered my courage, and I felt a surge of gratefulness for his guidance. I smiled back at him. “Thank you. But don’t go anywhere . . . I have a feeling I am going to need the council of my Lord Chamberlain Kaius countless times in the years ahead.”

He bowed his head humbly, and I knew I’d chosen well.
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The ceremony was held on the palace steps. The sky was brilliantly clear, the courtyard was filled with the same crowd that cheered my victory in the arena, and the gates were thrown open wide. The occasion was brief, yet unexpectedly joyful. Enthusiasts of “the Golden Knight” held handmade banners and hung golden streamers.

The return of Danika, my mother, was a topic of much curiosity, but most seemed to come to the conclusion that the old, mad king had locked his poor wife away, and that she was finally free. Lord Gifrey had relinquished his title to Sir Kaius and submitted to my authority, then left court to quietly retire at his southern holding. My council would consist, for now, of my mother, Estrid, Sir Arc and Sir Falon—as they were now known—Sir Corin, and Lord Chamberlain Kaius.

Corin found me at the smithy window of my old workshop, at the end of a night of quiet celebrations within the palace and raucous reveling outside. Guards of his choosing were posted outside the door; not to keep me in, but to keep me safe.

“Your Majesty?” He stood framed by the doorway.

“Oh, don’t call me that.” I smiled. “At least . . . let me ease into it.”

“Would you prefer ‘Golden Knight?’” He grinned as he joined me at the window.

“Not really.” I laughed, feeling exhausted.

“Seren?”

I startled as I heard his voice in my mind, familiar and yet strange. I looked at him. “Yes, that’s better.”

“Have you ever learned how or why we can do that?” He leaned against the windowsill.

“I asked Estrid last night. She thinks that the combination of Lumina and Teravere powers is a very mysterious and possibly powerful thing.” I felt my pulse quicken as I spoke and hoped that I wasn’t blushing.

He nodded. “I would imagine so,” he said, looking at me in a way that made me feel more nervous than I had during my coronation.

“Will you be my Noveris ambassador?” I asked, before my brain could become too flustered to work properly. “I want them well represented, and I need someone I can trust to educate me on the island’s needs.” I met his eyes. I’d gathered from our past conversations that he was terribly homesick. “I want you to take all the time you need to check on things at home.”

“I’d be honored, Your Majesty. Thank you. I will plan a visit and then return with a full report.” His brown eyes grew warm. “Perhaps you should come with me and see the island for yourself.”

I’d never considered such a thing, but his words reminded me of how free I was. I could actually leave Felaurum and see my whole kingdom. I smiled and took in a breath of the clean night air that flowed through the window.

“Yes. But not yet. I’ve decided to open the palace first thing tomorrow to anyone suffering from poison in their lungs. It will be a while before I finish the healings. But I would love to see Noveris. Maybe when things calm down, I will.”

He smiled, but something in his eyes shifted, and he straightened, glancing away.

“Seren, Hedy told me about the prophecy, and why you felt that you had to fight to keep me from the throne. Even if there hadn’t been a prophecy, I am glad you did fight. Not just for my own sake, although I shudder to think what Roth would have used me for if you’d never come back.” He moved further away from me, his demeanor stiffly respectful. “But for the sake of everyone.” He took a breath. “And I want you to know that despite how I feel, or what I may want for us . . . I am not going to do anything—that is, I will never pursue a course that would force you to consider . . .”

I was quiet, waiting for him to continue, although the expression in his eyes almost undid me. An unruly lock of hair fell across his forehead, and I clasped my hands together to keep from reaching up and touching it. I knew what he was saying. Somehow, as I watched him struggle, it both pained and elated me simultaneously. How could one person make me feel so much? Still, I let him finish.

“I won’t ever try to position myself as your equal, or share your power. You are my queen, and I will serve you until the day I die. And that is all.”

His eyes were fixed on a point just above my head. I cleared my throat in the charged silence that ensued. I walked over to my worktable and brushed my fingertips against the familiar rough grain. Then, deciding to be bold—I was a queen now, after all—I said, “So, what you’re saying, is that you will never attempt to marry me?”

He met my eyes, finally, and nodded, his jaw tight.

“But what if I commanded it?” I asked softly, a smile tugging at my lips.

“Please don’t.” His voice in my head was calmer, although the intensity of his gaze almost unraveled my own composure. I could have flung my arms around him and kissed him again. “I don’t know if I would be strong enough to refuse you anything, let alone that. And I can’t ignore this prophecy and destroy your reign and everything else. I am still Teravere.”

“You got this information from Hedy, is that correct?” I clarified.

He nodded again.

“Well, you picked the wrong hedgewitch, Sir Corin, because Hedy hasn’t had the opportunity to hear the prophecy in its entirety.”

He leaned in slightly, and his serious brown eyes locked on mine as I continued, “Remember, I told you that I spoke with Estrid about the combination of Teravere and Lumina powers?” I braced myself against the table and forced myself to hold his gaze. “I asked her about it after we discussed the prophecy at length. We are both convinced that there would be no danger to you ruling alongside me. The words of the prophecy, which we both heard, state that the star-blessed line would face obliteration, and Stelauris, devastation—should the Teravere flame ascend before the Lumina, and rule alone before the Royal Age of Lumina can begin. We believe that it referenced this particular point in time—and if you had ascended instead of me, under Roth’s control, then all of that devastation would have come to pass. But you didn’t. I am queen. The Royal Age of Lumina has begun.”

I switched to the form of communication that was as easy with him as breathing.

“And should you choose—that is, if you changed your mind someday, then I am positive that—I mean, truly, for the good of the kingdom, it might even be—”

As easy as mentally communicating with Corin was, all the words in my head dissipated like clean smoke on the wind when he stepped toward me suddenly, closing all but the barest gap between us. Still, he didn’t touch me.

“Are you certain?” he whispered.

I nodded as the rest of my faltering words vanished. He wrapped his arms around me then, and hugged me so tightly that I began to laugh breathlessly. No power transferred between us, but his touch lit me up inside nevertheless.

“That’s—that’s really good news,” he said, his voice muffled against my shoulder. When he pulled back, my heart squeezed to see that his eyes were glistening. Then, in spite of his emotion, his irrepressible grin reappeared, teasing one out of me as well.

I moved to the window, still smiling like a fool, and he followed. The stars were brilliant and alive in the inky sky. I felt the cool thrill of their light soaking into me as Corin pulled me back into his arms and kissed me with all of his fierce relief and bright energy, banishing the final remnants of ambiguity or doubt between us.

Tomorrow, there would be so much work to begin. Estrid and my mother had agreed to assemble a council of hedgefolk to explore the potential of Lumina blessings on the land and begin a strategy of healing for the scorched earth. I’d made a vow to myself that my star-blessing would not be wasted, and I intended to heal every single poison-afflicted citizen that my strength would allow.

But right now, there was only my knight and me, and my workroom window open to the stars.

THE END
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Author’s Note


The two books that sat next to me as I worked my way through the fairy tale world of The Star-Blessed were Paul O. Zelinsky’s beautifully illustrated and retold Rumpelstiltskin, and Charlotte Huck’s Princess Furball, a retelling of “Cat-Skin” by the Brothers Grimm, illustrated by Anita Lobel. I didn’t need to consult them; I’d practically memorized them as a child, then read them over and over again to my own children. I knew, as many of us do, the story beats of two of my favorite fairy tales like the back of my hand, and the illustrators’ vivid interpretations were branded on my brain. Indulging the fairy tale–loving child in me and intertwining both fairy tales to form the frame, motifs, and themes of The Star-Blessed became the most fun I’ve had drafting a story to date. I love retelling fairy tales. There is something wonderfully connective about adding my own harmony to a chorus of stories that have been told over and over again in different voices. Setting the tale in a medieval-inspired Age of Chivalry appealed to this lover of all things Arthurian. My fascination with stars as a source of power can be directly traced to the depiction of living, breathing stars in The Chronicles of Narnia, who serve their Creator with breathtaking beauty, music, wisdom, and light.


[image: ‡]
Acknowledgements


Sometimes, I swim laps for exercise and commit a topic of prayer to each lap. I will never forget the day that I dedicated many laps of prayer to the future of this story, only to receive the answer—“yes”—later the same day. I’m glad I went to the pool and spent time with the Lord that day.

So many people have had a hand in helping this story become more than just a file on a laptop. For a tale in a storyteller’s mind to become a book complete with readers, it can take a village.

To Steve and Lisa Laube, thank you for being an answer to prayer with your enthusiastic response to The Star-Blessed, for consistently championing stories that are noble and bright, and for guiding this one toward excellence.

Thank you to Lindsay Franklin for always making time to answer random questions and offer advice on top of your myriad other gifts that you use to serve the reading world. Trissina Kear, thank you for your tireless efforts, patience, and acumen in marketing. Charmagne Kaushal, thank you for your friendship and the excellent work that you dedicate to the Lord through stories. Emilie Haney, your cover designs for both Truth Cursed and The Star-Blessed are beautiful and perfect! Thank you for spreading light through your talents. Jamie Foley, your hard work and artistry are so appreciated! Avily Jerome and Megan Gerig, I am so thankful for your wisdom, knowledge, and keen eyes that have now polished not one, but two of my books. Your witty, insightful, and encouraging comments are always deeply appreciated as well! Steve Smith and Lisa Smith, thank you for your gracious stewardship. To everyone else at Enclave Publishing and Oasis Family Media who work hard to cultivate stories that honor the good, the true, and the beautiful, thank you.

To my enthusiastic and unflagging street team of early readers, you guys are the best! Thank you for all that you do to help my stories reach readers. I’m honored by every opportunity to interact with each of you. Thank you also to the community of readers, writers, and Realmies who have welcomed me so graciously, read and reviewed my writing, and offered friendship, inspiration, support, and encouragement. I thank the Lord for you.

A huge thank you to Jasmine Fischer, Katherine Briggs, Sara Ella, Elisabeth Aimee Brown, and Elizabeth C. Bunce, for your beautiful and inspiring books, for your gracious examples, and generous spirits.

To Dad, Mom, Leah, and Marissa, who each read this book in its earliest stages and offered invaluable feedback: This book is better because of each of you and might have remained unpublished if not for your encouragement. (A note to writers: Always have your dad read your jousting scenes!) To Jessica, Joseph, Jeffrey, and your irreplaceable spouses and children, thank you for your love and support. You are all scattered everywhere throughout my stories and always will be.

Thank you to The Nameless Knightesses for endless encouragement and stalwart friendship. I am thankful for your presence and loving example. You know who you are!

To C.S. Lewis: No author has inspired me more deeply to search for the faceted beauty and meaning that is always there, always shining back to Jesus. Thank you for giving us what you did, and for writing about Stars.

To Liam, Elena, Evangeline, and Rosalie: You are, by far, the best thing I have ever dedicated myself to, and always will be. Thank you for the sweet notes that you leave by my desk, the pictures you draw of me (both the pretty and the scary ones), for chatting through stories and life with me, and for just being you. Being your mom is the highest honor that I will ever have, and I will always be deeply thankful for it.

Thank you to my husband, Dan. Without you, there is no male lead in my stories for readers to fall in love with. You embody the patient gentleman, the passionate warrior, the curious intellectual, the encouraging beloved. Without your feedback, insight, and unconditional love, my stories would make less sense and my strength and faith would falter. This book is immeasurably better because of your support, as am I. I will never stop thanking the Lord for showing me that I couldn’t live without that quiet boy with the cute smile.

To you, reader: Thank you for being an answer to many, many prayers.

And finally, endless thanks to my Creator. A Name is a powerful thing and yours, Father of Lights (James 1:17), is everything.


[image: Promotion]




  	
	    
	      Also by Angie Dickinson

	    

      
	    
          
        
          
	          Truth Cursed

          
        
          
	          The Star-Blessed

          
        
      

      
    
    

OEBPS/i/i1.png
-/

RAN G P





OEBPS/i/i4.png





cover.jpeg
Two royal bloodlines.
- One deadly curse.






OEBPS/i/i14.png





OEBPS/i/i23.png





OEBPS/i/i37.png






OEBPS/i/i32.png





OEBPS/i/i11.png





OEBPS/i/i9.png





OEBPS/i/i26.png





OEBPS/i/i43.jpg
SPEAKING THE TRUTH CAN BE

A DANGEROUS THING.

www.enclavepublishing.com





OEBPS/i/i19.png






OEBPS/i/i29.png





OEBPS/i/i6.png





OEBPS/i/i16.png
A
o
,//,.





OEBPS/i/i21.png





OEBPS/coverpage.html


[image: Cover for The Star-Blessed]




OEBPS/i/i35.png





OEBPS/i/i30.png





OEBPS/i/i24.png





OEBPS/i/i3.png
The (YT AR-

PLESSED

p | Angie Dickinson
Co—= £






OEBPS/i/i41.png





OEBPS/i/i13.png





OEBPS/i/i38.png






OEBPS/i/i10.png





OEBPS/i/i33.png





OEBPS/i/i8.png





OEBPS/i/i27.png





OEBPS/i/i18.png





OEBPS/i/i42.png





OEBPS/i/i5.jpg
% \ \ A
S $2% ~D«", & s
RKETTERING Wy . D
. Ahysts
it

A*ﬁﬁiﬁfﬁf“

4
RIAR A
Aa  Aaa AF

> = )
“’
= ~ GFELAURUM

Be






OEBPS/i/i22.png





OEBPS/i/i15.png






OEBPS/i/i36.png





OEBPS/i/i31.png





OEBPS/i/i12.png





OEBPS/i/i25.png





OEBPS/i/i40.png





OEBPS/i/i39.png





OEBPS/i/i28.png





OEBPS/i/i34.png





OEBPS/i/i2.png





OEBPS/i/i7.png





OEBPS/i/i17.png





OEBPS/i/i20.png






