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Prologue

The Ancient One stood gazing at her hearth. The fire was out, as it had been for quite some time, its embers now cooled to lifeless gray ash. She was perched on one leg, her chin tucked deeply into the cowl of her dark robe. The Ancient One had no idea how long she had been standing in that awkward pose, nor did she care. Her interest in such insignificant matters had long since died.

The Ancient One snorted in disgust.

“If you want something done right, you just have to do it yourself,” she muttered. “I’ll have to put my foot down before that scatterbrained child gets completely off track.”

Slowly, stiffly, the Ancient One lowered her foot.

“The longest journey …,” she began.

She paused and looked about the darkened room, mentally calculating the time it would take to reach her destination; counting the weeks, days, and hours it would require to draw the Seeker there—and the Others as well.

“… begins with a single step.”

Without sparing a glance for the hearth, the three-legged stool tossed carelessly on its side, the crooked stick, or the room that had been her home for eons, the Ancient One passed through the doorway, and, with a great gust of wind and a fierce flapping of her robes, she cast herself into the world.
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Castlemar, the Castle-by-the-Sea, stood on a high bluff overlooking the great expanse of rough gray water for which it had been named. From a distance, the castle looked like a giant’s crown, its battlements, turrets, and towers rising above an impassive limestone face. Unlike the cliff it rested on, the castle walls were made of durable granite, so hard that the perpetual sea winds could not erode them. Originally the stone had been polished to such a high sheen that the central tower reflected the morning sun like a beacon, but decades of salt-laden breezes had roughened its exterior so that now the stone gleamed only in the cracks and crevices that had escaped the aging effects of the wind.

The granite had been hauled from the northern mountains so long ago that nobody could remember who had ordered such a huge undertaking, but it must have been someone with a large labor force at his disposal, a navy, and many enemies, for the castle walls were impregnable. The battlements commanded an admiral’s view of the limitless waves. But on clear days, such as those that arrive after a storm, the view from the top of the castle’s principal tower rivaled that of an eagle, for from there one could see the snowcapped peaks of the mountains of the Great Circle, beyond which there was nothing but sky.

On this clear, bright morning, Princess Elissa of Castlemar was making her way slowly down the upper hallway to the stairs that led from the royal apartments to the main hall. She was dressed in her finest brocade gown and her most elaborate lace collar in order to present herself to the King. For although the King was her father, court etiquette demanded that she pay him due respect in both dress and manner. In private she might call him “Father” and he might even pat her on the head, but in public he was always “my lord.”

Elissa approached the staircase with caution, for the heels of her shoes were elevated and she had not had sufficient practice walking in them. Before coming to Castlemar as its Princess and sole heir, she had worn the simple full skirts and blouse of a peasant. For that was how she had been raised. And in spite of all the tutoring and training she had received while at Castlemar, she was still a country girl at heart. The stiff gowns and even stiffer manners of Court appealed to her not in the least, and the restrictions imposed upon her by her shoes were almost unbearable. She surveyed the curving length of the stairs before her and contemplated her mission, which was to descend without suffering the embarrassment—and pain—of broken bones. Elissa positioned herself so that when she grasped her uncooperative skirts in both hands, she could use the inner wall for support by lightly grazing it with her right elbow as she descended. She realized this ploy might be considered cheating, but until she gained the ability to walk blindfolded down a winding, uneven stone staircase on stilts, her dignity would have to be compromised. Of course, if no one actually observed her bumping and tottering down the stairs, her pride might, for once, remain intact.

Unfortunately, Elissa no longer possessed the kind of invisibility required to escape the notice of her peers. It seemed that every time she stumbled, someone was there to see her. This was also the case in every instance in which she used the wrong utensil at dinner, addressed a noble by the wrong title, or thanked a servant. Each time she erred, she was tactfully guided into the proper behavior by her tutors. Still, she knew that no matter how gently her tutors treated her, they, like everyone else, were secretly laughing. She’d like to believe that she was being overly sensitive, as her father insisted, but she knew that her perceptions were accurate. The whispers and giggles that followed in her wake were proof that her title was not taken seriously by anyone except her father, who seemed to be oblivious to her cool reception at Court.

Now that she was finally a resident of the castle, Elissa wasn’t sure what she had been expecting. Before coming to Castlemar, she had envisioned it as a larger version of Bruno’s Manor—a big stone-and-timber house set in a meadow. Since her father was King and Bruno was only the lord of a small holding, she had imagined that perhaps the castle would have more rooms, a larger kitchen hearth, and a fancy dining hall with colored windows. Nothing in her experience could have prepared her for scores of rooms—every one of which boasted its own broad hearth—turrets, towers, and catwalks, with courtyards on every side, barracks, rows of stables, a library, and huge ballroom. And the gardens! There were herb gardens, flower gardens, vegetable gardens, sculpture gardens. There were deer parks, peacock parks, pheasant parks, and meadows for cows, horses, and bees; vineyards, orchards, woodlands, ponds, dovecotes, and kennels. In the ten months that she had been living in the castle, she hadn’t covered even a fraction of its grounds.

Elissa was almost giddy with relief. She was nearing the bottom of the staircase and she wasn’t dead yet! Her joy, unfortunately, was cut short by the sight of her three lovely, and thoroughly despicable, cousins: Rayna, Vanna, and Lavinia.

It seemed that every noble in Castlemar possessed the same straight dark hair, pale skin, and arrogant bearing. Especially these three, who, while cousins of hers, were somehow not directly related to one another. Elissa wasn’t sure how that worked, but her father assured her that such was indeed the case, all appearances to the contrary. To her untutored eyes, the Cousins resembled identical porcelain dolls, all cast from the same delicate mold.

They’re like a bevy of swans, thought Elissa, looking down at their slender bent necks. Graceful but nasty. Whenever she stood beside the Cousins, Elissa felt like an ox. Now all three were halted at the base of the staircase, gazing at her expectantly from canted eyes. No doubt they were waiting for her to fall. Watching Elissa for blunders was one of their most rewarding forms of entertainment.

For once, Elissa managed to shortchange the Cousins of their morning’s fun by reaching the bottom step alive and in one piece, her dress still on and her hair almost in place—somehow one small strand of russet hair had worked its way loose from under her golden hairnet. The three girls inclined their shining, elaborately braided heads before her in a token gesture of respect. Their hair had been dressed in a fashionable style that Elissa’s lady’s maid had given up on after a few fruitless, and painful, skirmishes with Elissa’s unruly curls. The hairnet was a second-best choice—better than letting her hair hang loose over her shoulders, which would have been Elissa’s preference, but one not quite befitting a princess.

As she passed the three girls, poised gracefully in their deep curtsies, Elissa attempted to shove the stray lock into place. The girls said nothing, of course, nor did they rise, but Elissa could hear a tiny intake of breath and Rayna’s almost imperceptible whisper—“Probably on her way to the kitchen”—followed by the inevitable snicker. Elissa continued down the hall, ignoring them, and their giggles, with as much dignity as she could muster.

The Cousins also giggled whenever Favian passed, but for an entirely different reason. They loved his courtly flourishes, his elegant manners, his intriguing foreign accent, and his flattery. Certainly, with his dark, flashing eyes and black hair, he resembled a Castlemar noble much more than she did. If not for his height and the hue of his skin, Favian could easily have passed for one of them. Elissa crumpled her skirt tightly in her fists. She had hoped for something more from him.

Or perhaps just something else.

Elissa was brought up short by the faint smell of frying. In her distraction, she had missed the corridor that led to the audience chamber and had walked toward the wing that housed the kitchen.

Elissa looked around to make sure nobody had noticed her. Then she turned, as if she had merely changed her mind, and retraced her steps. The Cousins were right, she thought bitterly. I naturally gravitate toward kitchens.

The audience chamber, as Elissa recalled, was down the corridor and to the right, through a set of rather imposing paneled doors. Since her arrival, she had been through those doors only once—the night her father had presented her to his court. Elissa had been so nervous that evening, she could hardly recall a moment of it. All she remembered was that her father had held her hand, and that she had kept quiet and still while he placed the golden circlet upon her head.

Fortunately, she had not been required to say anything.

As Elissa turned into the hallway that led to the audience chamber, she felt almost as nervous as she had on her presentation night. Rarely did she see her father by day, though she dined with him every evening. During working hours, her father was King. The fact that he had requested to see her this morning meant that he wanted to speak to her as a king, rather than as a father. Although sometimes she wasn’t sure that there was much of a difference.

As she approached the large double doors, the two guards flanking the doorway stood at attention and uncrossed their staffs. The doors swung open and Elissa took a tentative step forward to face the King of Castlemar.

Falk was standing at the far end of the room, waiting to greet her. “Elissa,” he called. “Come in.”

Cautiously, Elissa made her way across the room. When she reached Falk, she curtsied. “My lord,” she murmured. Then she stood and faced her father.

Falk greeted Elissa with a warm smile, but there was something in his dark eyes that she could not read, which made her heart falter. All the nobles at Court seemed to share Falk’s ability to conceal his true thoughts. It was a skill that Elissa believed she would never be able to master.

“Sit with me,” said the monarch. Taking Elissa by the elbow, he steered her to the seats normally reserved for the King’s advisors. Elissa sat down heavily upon a cushioned chair and, surreptitiously easing her heels out of her shoes, let out a profound sigh of relief.

“Are you well?” asked Falk sharply. His brow was furrowed in concern.

Elissa nodded. Her father always inquired after her well-being, though she was never anything short of robust.

“I’m feeling just fine,” she said.

Falk appeared satisfied with her answer. “Good,” he said. There was a silence. “You have grown,” he observed.

This much was true. Elissa was a full inch taller than when Falk had first seen her walking across Bruno’s Great Hall, hesitantly closing the distance between them. Now, when they faced one another, she could look him directly in the eye. And she was filling out. When Falk looked at her, he could see the promise of future generations. He cleared his throat.

“Elissa,” Falk began. “You are going to be fifteen this spring, are you not?”

“Yes,” she replied. Her birthday was only a few weeks away. It was hard for her to imagine that two springs ago, she had been plucking herbs for Nana and sleeping in the attic of a simple one-room cottage. Elissa couldn’t help but wonder how Nana was faring in her absence. Perhaps she’d found another young apprentice to fetch things for her. For some reason, the thought saddened her.

“In Castlemar it is customary to throw a party when a young woman reaches fifteen years of age,” Falk was saying. “In your case, of course, we would hold a court ball and invite the nobility from other kingdoms.”

Elissa felt flustered. A ball, for her?

“Will I have to dance?” she asked. If she had to prance about in these shoes, she’d probably never see her sixteenth year.

Falk laughed, disarmed. “Yes, of course, that’s the whole point. But don’t worry. You will be well instructed by the Dance Master. And the girls will help you.”

By “the girls,” Falk meant the Cousins. Elissa frowned slightly. She did not wish to offend her father, who at this moment was planning a social event solely for her benefit. But the thought of those simpering faces sneering at her as she stumbled her way across the floor on stilts was more than she could bear.

“That won’t be necessary,” said Elissa, her voice taut. “The Dance Master will be sufficient.”

Falk, to his credit, did not push the matter. After all, the girls were his cousins, too, and he knew them well. It could not have escaped their notice that, unlike Castlemar’s nobility, who were small-boned and dark, Elissa was tall and fair— as were a great majority of the servants.

“I can’t say that I blame you. The girls can be rather nasty,” Falk mused. “Rayna, especially. That child needs a good paddling. I’d do it myself if I wasn’t so terrified of her mother.”

Elissa’s face broke into a broad grin. Rayna’s mother, the Duchess of Gaunt, was widely regarded as a harpy. When she visited, novice courtiers stayed at home rather than suffer the sting of her barbed comments, for she always picked on those who were new at Court. Even the guards were afraid of her.

Elissa’s smile faded.

“I can see you have reservations,” said Falk. “Tell me.”

“Well,” Elissa began. “I am a little nervous about something.”

“What is it?” Falk had anticipated Elissa’s concerns about meeting new people, particularly young men, and was prepared to reassure her.

“It’s my shoes. I am afraid I will fall down.”

“Shoes?” Falk was completely taken aback. He glanced down to where Elissa had raised up her skirts to reveal her high heels. Falk laughed, entirely too hard and for too long.

“Oh my,” he gasped. “Young ladies don’t dance in those. They wear special slippers for dancing.”

Elissa felt tremendously relieved, both at the news and at her father’s good spirits. “There is one more thing,” she said, emboldened. “Can my friends come?”

Falk hesitated. “Your traveling companions are, to say the least, highly unusual,” he said finally. “However, I think an invitation could be arranged. But are you sure they would want to come? After all, Maya is but a child, and Aesha is …” Falk did not know how to continue with any degree of tact. Aesha, towering a full head or more over them all and with her white hair and face, looked and acted like a ghost. She was rarely seen outside the confines of her quarters, though the guards sometimes observed her pacing the high parapets on windy days.

Falk’s lapse into silence roused a sudden anxiety in Elissa. She knew her father did not approve of her friends. He placed so much value on title. In that respect, he and Favian were very much alike. But how could she make her father accept her companions if he couldn’t even see them for who they were?

“You need to begin talking to people of comparable rank and station,” Falk said finally.

“What do you mean?” asked Elissa, nonplussed. As far as she was concerned, “people of comparable rank and station” included practically everybody.

“You are a young woman now.” Falk spoke slowly, as if explaining something painfully obvious to an uncomprehending child. “The ball will provide an excellent opportunity for you to choose.”

“To choose what?”

“To choose your future husband, of course,” said Falk. “That’s what the coming-out ball is for.” Falk leaned forward and patted Elissa’s shoulder, somewhat awkwardly. “Rest assured. As a princess—and my daughter—you will be approached only by the finest of Castlemar’s nobility.”

For a moment or two Elissa sat in her chair, stunned by the turn the conversation had taken. “But … but I am only fourteen,” she finally stammered. She looked down at her hands, demurely folded in her lap, as if they could enlighten her.

“Soon to be fifteen,” her father pointed out. “Although you arrived in Castlemar nearly a year ago, you still know very few people, which is, of course, why I have decided to hold a ball for you. There will be many eligible young nobles at the ball. There will also be quite a few older, established lords with holdings and power, and in need of heirs.”

Falk pressed his palms together, warming to his argument. “Fifteen is not too young for a union to be arranged,” he explained. “Though naturally, one does not need to marry right away. Long engagements, sometimes lasting several years, are generally the rule between young people.”

The reason for long betrothals was that the prospective groom might get killed proving himself on the battlefield, or in a duel, before the wedding. Wise parents frequently opted to delay the happy day until they were sure of the groom’s ability to defend himself. But Falk decided not to mention this. He tapped his chin thoughtfully. “A more mature man might want to marry sooner, of course. In a matter of months, perhaps.”

“Months?” Elissa’s shock was palpable. “You can’t really expect …” She jerked her head up as a sudden sharp suspicion hit her. “Is there someone in particular you have in mind?” she asked in a quiet voice.

Falk drew in his breath. “There is,” he said cautiously. “My cousin Gavin, the Duke of Cardys, is looking for a bride, now that his wife has passed away.”

Elissa’s eyebrows drew down into a tight V. “Isn’t he one of the men who tried to overthrow you?” she asked.

“Why, yes,” replied Falk, pleased. “You have an excellent memory. I am sure you’ll be able to identify all the lords of the Eastern Reach in no time! Of course, Gavin’s lands are not quite as extensive as those of some of my other cousins, but they are very productive. He’s a powerful man. And of course there is no better way to secure a lasting alliance than through marriage.”

Elissa could not believe what she was hearing. Hadn’t Falk traded her for troops to fight this very man? And now Falk wanted her to marry him!

Falk waited for Elissa to reply, allowing her sufficient time to fully grasp the reasonableness of his proposal. And to accept it.

“You are using me again,” she said finally, her voice trembling. “I will not marry simply to help you consolidate your power.”

“What?” Falk was flabbergasted. “Of course you will! You are a member of the royal family! And political alliances are the sole reason for all of our marriages!” He leveled his dark eyes at Elissa, piercing her with his gaze. “You are not a humble peasant girl who marries a boy because of his strong back … or because he owns a sword. You are the Princess of Castlemar—and I am its King. You will do as I tell you!”

“Would you have me obey you blindly?” countered Elissa. Her nostrils were flared wide. “Am I your servant? Is that what I must be, in order to be a good … princess?” She had meant to say “daughter” but somehow the word got stuck in her throat.

Falk rubbed his eyes in frustration. He had merely intended to give Elissa fatherly direction and guidance, not a set of orders. After everything Elissa had endured at his hands, he had no wish to become her enemy again. “No, no,” he said wearily. “You simply need to be sensible.”

Elissa rose swiftly to her feet. “I am already sensible,” she retorted. She kicked off her shoes, knocking them in Falk’s direction. “Those,” she said, pointing scornfully at the offending foot wear, “are ridiculous.”

Then, without waiting for Falk’s permission to leave, she hoisted up her skirts and sailed across the chamber. With her head held high, she passed through the two wide doors of the audience chamber like a ship departing for the open seas.
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