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MEG CLOSED HER EYES, TRYING VERY hard to remember that she loved her little sister and that she did not truly want to throttle her. No matter how irritating she might be.

“But why?” Maurel asked again.

“Because it doesn’t work that way,” Meg said. Again.

“But I want to talk to him!”

“So go ahead. He’s right there.”

Maurel sighed with theatrical exaggeration. “Not that way. In my head. Like you do.”

Meg let out a sigh of her own. She opened her eyes and propped herself up on her elbows. Her sister was standing above her, glaring down, her hands curled into little fists and planted fiercely on her hips. Maurel was lucky she was so cute when she was mad, or it would have been a lot harder for Meg to control her temper. Especially now, when her temper seemed so much shorter than usual. It was just because she hadn’t been sleeping well — she was sure that was it . . . but it still worried her. She had come out here to spend a little time alone with Jakl, to recharge her emotions a bit. And to sneak in a nap if she could. The nightmares only seemed to trouble her sleep at night. So far.

Her dragon was sprawled around her on the grass, already feigning sleep. He often did that when Maurel was around, Meg had noticed. Maybe he was on to something.

“Maurel,” Meg said wearily, “I have explained this to you. Several times. For one thing, we don’t ‘talk’ to each other in our heads. It’s more like we can feel things about each other. And for another, the link is only between Jakl and me. I couldn’t share it with you even if I wanted to.”

“But —”

“Maurel!” And for a second, the whole world disappeared in a bright-red burst of rage.

No, Meg thought, no, no, no! She had no reason to be so angry, but she was filled with it, burning with it, suddenly having to fight against the urge to throw herself at Maurel and make her be quiet. To grab the infuriating girl and — No! she thought at herself with everything she had. Stop it! Just barely, Meg managed to speak her next words in a kind of whispery growl instead of a scream.

“Maurel. If you ask me why one more time, you will be very sorry.” We both will.

Maurel hesitated, and then, to Meg’s immense relief, seemed to decide that her big sister might not be teasing. She sat down in a huff at Meg’s feet. “It’s not fair,” she muttered, pulling at the grass.

No, Meg thought, breathing slowly and deliberately, waiting for that latest frightening flash of anger to finish draining away. Jakl’s head had come up in alarm in response to it, but she could already feel him starting to relax again. Her current situation was many things, but fair wasn’t one of them. She looked down to see she had dug a pattern of tiny crescent moons into her palms with her fingernails.

She loved her dragon. Sometimes she loved him so much that it scared her. And she loved having him as part of her life. Especially now that he no longer had to be a secret part. But there was no denying that Jakl had made everything very . . . complicated. Better, in some ways. Lots of ways. He made her stronger; he made her feel powerful and alive and not alone. Never alone. And she got to fly. She couldn’t help grinning at that as the final vestiges of anger dropped away as though they had never existed. She felt Jakl shift interestedly in her head, and she grinned even more. The flying part was phenomenal.

But the link made a lot of things harder, too.

Meg gave herself a little mental shake. That doesn’t bear thinking about, and you know it. She couldn’t change it now, even if she wanted to.

“Maybe I’ll find my own dragon,” Maurel said. “Then we’ll have our own link and I won’t let you talk to him, either.”

“Okay,” said Meg amiably. That was certainly too unlikely to worry about.

“Or maybe I’ll have a link with Lyrimon,” Maurel went on. “He likes me. He hardly ever hides from me anymore.”

“Other animals can’t —” Meg stopped herself. Let Maurel pretend if she wanted to. Especially if it would help keep her from pestering Meg about Jakl all the time. Although why she’d even want to pretend to have a connection with the mage’s grumpy gyrcat was beyond Meg entirely. But Maurel had always had her own ideas about what was fun.

Meg poked Maurel with her foot. “Well, just be careful. He’s not like a regular cat, you know. And he can hurt you if you annoy him too much. He’s always scratching Calen.”

“That’s because he doesn’t like Calen. But he likes me. He hasn’t scratched me at all in over a week!” Maurel smiled so proudly at this that Meg had to laugh.

Maurel laughed, too, always ready to put an argument behind her. “What’s Jakl feeling now?”

“He’s feeling sleepy. Leave him alone.”

That wasn’t strictly true, of course. Jakl’s tail twitched at the mention of his name, but he went on pretending to sleep. He couldn’t seem to decide how he felt about Maurel. He picked up on Meg’s affection, but also on her not-infrequent irritation. And Maurel seemed to confuse him sometimes. Perhaps because she was the only person other than Meg who showed absolutely no fear of him. Meg thought people around the castle were learning to tolerate the dragon’s enormous presence — some more easily than others — but even those who had begun to adjust were still clearly uneasy about having him around. Even Calen, who had spent more time with Meg and Jakl than anyone, maintained a respectful sort of nervousness. Then again, Calen was nervous about a lot of things. She was going to have to work on that with him.

Thinking of Calen reminded her how much she missed him. She wished he and Serek would get back from the Magistratum already. Calen had promised to send a letter by bird when they started the journey home, but she hadn’t heard from him yet. She knew there was a lot they had to do there, but how long could it really take to tell the other mages about what had happened with Sen Eva and give Calen a new tattoo to mark his progress? She bet they were having all kinds of unnecessary meetings and performing time-consuming ceremonies instead of just getting down to business. Adults were always doing things like that. It drove her crazy.

“How about now? What’s he feeling now?”

Speaking of things that drove her crazy . . . Meg gave up. She sent a private apology to Jakl and said, “He’s feeling a deep, unshakable desire to take you for a ride. Want to go flying?”

Maurel was on her feet instantly. “Yes! Yes, yes, yes!” she shouted. “Let’s go, let’s go!”

Jakl opened his eyes and shot Meg a betrayed glance as he shifted upright, but he couldn’t fool her. He was always excited to fly, even if Maurel was coming, too.

Maurel had already climbed up and was straddling the base of Jakl’s supple neck. Meg followed and sat close behind her, wrapping one arm tightly around her sister’s waist and gripping one of Jakl’s smaller crests with her free hand. When they went up alone, she rarely held on at all anymore, but she didn’t want to give Maurel any ideas.

“Ready?”

“Yes!”

“Let’s go, then,” Meg said. She didn’t actually need to speak out loud for Jakl’s benefit; he could feel her readiness and knew when she was ready to go. And she was ready — she could hardly stand to wait another second. It was always like this. Once the prospect of flight entered her mind, being on the ground began to feel intolerable. Every part of her longed to be aloft, away, free, flying, right now, right now, right now, right now.

She took a deep, shuddering breath as her dragon unfurled his long, lovely wings. She could almost feel them as though they were her own, strong and beautiful and ready to stretch and soar. With a powerful backward sweeping of his wings, he leaped up, dipping back down for half a second before he caught the wind, and then they were off, launching forward and up into the sky.

Oh, it was so hard not to let go, to slide into that place in her mind where she could lose herself in the feeling of flight and the link. Meg tightened her arm around Maurel, forcing herself to focus. Jakl wouldn’t let Maurel fall — he’d be able to feel if she were slipping — but this was her little sister. Even at her most irritating, Meg still loved Maurel beyond words. She couldn’t take even the slightest chance.

Jakl banked to curve around the castle, and Maurel squealed with delight, staring down and around at everything they passed. Meg felt herself grinning again. The good thing about flying with Maurel was that she had absolutely no fear. Calen was always terrified of falling off, but as far as Meg could tell, that possibility never even occurred to her sister. So at least Meg didn’t need to rein Jakl in too much. He could soar and spin and loop, and Maurel would love every second of it.

Meg closed her eyes and let herself go just enough to feel Jakl’s pure joy in the act of flying, the rush of the wind and the feel of the air beneath his wings and the speed and the power and the colors of the world swirling above and below and around them. This was their element, where they belonged. Together. Always. She felt her heart would burst with the absolute perfectness of it.

After a while — seconds, hours, she could never hold on to her sense of time while flying — Jakl nudged her back to herself and began to slow, spiraling back down toward the ground. Meg opened her eyes again and watched the world come up to meet them. The world with all its complications and problems and troubles.

And speaking of trouble, their mother was standing in the courtyard, looking none too pleased.

“Uh-oh,” Maurel said as Jakl landed lightly on the grass.

Meg felt Jakl consider taking off again, but she pushed that suggestion away. One did not simply fly away from Queen Merilyn.

“Meglynne!” her mother shouted, striding up to meet them. “What did I tell you?”

“It’s my fault, Mother,” Maurel said, slipping down from Jakl’s back. “I made her take me. Don’t be mad. It was fun!”

“Oh, it was fun?” the queen took hold of Maurel by shoulders and looked as though she would never let her go. “Fun to scare your mother out of her wits, watching you hang above the earth that way, waiting to see you fall to your death. . . .”

“Meg and Jakl wouldn’t let me fall. You shouldn’t be so worried.” Maurel’s expression brightened suddenly. “Maybe you should try it! Then you’ll see how fun it is, and you won’t get so mad every time I go up.”

Meg bit her lip to keep from smiling at the way the color drained from her mother’s face at Maurel’s suggestion.

“She’s right, Mother,” Meg said. At her mother’s startled glance, she added, “No, not about you coming up for a ride, but that we wouldn’t let her fall. Really. It’s perfectly safe.”

“Meg, I . . .” The queen took a breath and hugged Maurel against her. Maurel squirmed around to face Meg but couldn’t quite extricate herself from their mother’s firm embrace. “I know it seems that way to you, but to the rest of us, it’s — it’s not — we’re trying to adjust, but I can’t have you whisking your sister up into the air like that, putting her in danger.”

“But she’s not —”

“Please, Meg.” Her mother shook her head wearily. “Just respect my wishes on this. Do not take Maurel flying again without permission.”

Maurel stared up at the queen indignantly. “But Mother! That’s —”

“That’s enough, Maurel. Come inside now.”

Maurel rolled her eyes at Meg and then let herself be dragged off toward the castle. Meg watched them go. Her mother just needed more time. It was a big adjustment, having a dragon around. Of course she was still a little nervous.

Jakl was the first dragon anyone in the kingdom had seen in at least thirty years. Maybe longer. Meg’s father claimed to have seen one flying overhead one night when he was a little boy, but that was a long time ago. And when pressed, he admitted it was at least slightly possible that it had only been a large bat and a dark sky and a boy’s imagination. Before Jakl came, people had assumed that the remaining dragons of the world were keeping to themselves in the mountains, or that maybe they had flown away across the sea or gone to any number of other places.

And they were glad of it, too. When there had been dragons, much effort had been directed at keeping them away. But there had never seemed to be very many of them. Even history books from before Meg’s great-grandfather’s time referred to them as creatures rarely encountered, even if it was not unheard of to see one flying around in the distance. Even longer ago, in the times Calen had told her about, when people actually sometimes sought out dragons for linking, instead of stumbling into linking accidentally, as she had — even then, it wasn’t like there were dragons everywhere you looked. And for most of Meg’s life, she, like everyone else she knew, had only vaguely suspected that dragons were still out there, somewhere, but nothing you might expect to actually see.

Until the one day when she did. And everything, everything changed.

“It will be okay,” Meg whispered. She lay her upper body down against Jakl’s scaly neck, warm from the sun, feeling his comforting presence beneath and within her. She closed her eyes, soaking him in. He was a part of her now. Her mother would come to accept that in time. Everyone would. Meg just had to be patient.

The tower bell sounded, reminding Meg that it was time to go in for afternoon lessons. Her lessons had practically doubled once Maerlie had married Prince Ryant of Kragnir, thus putting Meg next in line for the throne. Meg wouldn’t officially become the princess-heir until the ceremony at Autumn Turning, but her parents had already begun increasing her tutoring sessions and responsibilities in preparation.

The king and queen had always kept their daughters informed of the general news and goings-on in the kingdom, but now Meg was allowed to actively participate in many of the tasks she’d only heard about before. She assisted her father while he reviewed treaties and legal documents, helped her mother manage the daily planning and correspondence, and sat in with both parents when they received petitioners once a week in the throne room. That was her favorite part of all. People came in with their problems and disputes, and her parents made decisions to set things right. Not that the other things weren’t important, too, but documents and letters were only one step in a lengthy process. You had to wait so long to see any actual results. But when people were standing right before you, and you could make a decision right away, make a difference in their lives right then and there . . . that was wonderful.

King Tormon and Queen Merilyn were known for being fair and just, and you could see in the people’s eyes how much they trusted and respected their king and queen. Meg wanted people to look at her like that someday. Her eldest sister, Morgan, was already making a name for herself in her adopted kingdom, and Meg knew that Maerlie would win over the people of Kragnir in no time. As princess-heir, Meg would get to stay here, in Trelian, her future husband (whoever he might be) joining her instead of the other way around. And while being a trusted and respected queen of an allied country would be nice, being one here in the kingdom she knew and loved would be the best of all. Sometimes she visited the royal library and peeked at the books that chronicled the lives of previous rulers and pretended her own story was in there, too. She would be Queen Meglynne, part of Trelian’s own glorious story, essential, inextricable. She would do things that mattered, and be remembered for them.

She would be important, and her parents would be proud of her.

Meg left Jakl lounging in the field. The castle carpenters had made him a nice big enclosure down in the part of the outer ward past the stables (well past, so he wouldn’t terrify the horses), but while he seemed to like it well enough, he usually preferred the field just beyond the gardens. Meg thought the enclosure was at least partially for show, in any case — something to make it seem as if her dragon were contained and housebroken. She smiled, thinking how he did seem to appreciate the enclosure whenever it rained. Perhaps he was just a little domesticated, at that.

She yawned, regretting her missed nap, and found herself walking more quickly. She was glad of her increased lessons for another reason as well: the busier she was, the less time she had to think about . . . other things. Less time to sit and worry and wish Calen were back, so she could talk to him and he could reassure her that everything would be all right.

She promised herself she would check in with the Master of Birds as soon as her lessons were done. Maybe there would be a letter from Calen, saying he was on his way home.
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CALEN GOT HIS FIRST LOOK AT the needle and fought the urge to close his eyes.

This was important — his first real mage’s tattoo, his first mark beyond that of the initiate. The first one that he’d truly earned for himself. He wanted to remember every part of it. Even the slightly terrifying parts.

Master Su’lira was holding up a long, slender tool with a needle at the tip, examining the tiny blade in the light. The needle looked very, very sharp. Soon, Master Su’lira was going to stick Calen with that needle and use it to paint a delicate design under the surface of his skin.

It’s all right, Calen told himself firmly, refusing to look away. You’ve been through much worse than this.

It was true. He had been lost in an unknown land, desperate to get home. He had been viciously attacked by villains and monsters. He had been forced to climb to heights no sensible person should ever, ever have to experience. Some of those heights had been reached while flying through the air on the back of a dragon, ridiculous distances above the ground. He had almost died. More than once. Being stuck with a needle should be easy compared to all that.

Master Su’lira turned back to his workbench, making adjustments. Calen let out a shallow breath. Not quite time. Not yet.

The marking room was small and private. Serek had explained that the process could sometimes take a long while, depending on the level of achievement of the person being marked. The official ceremony was always held separately, so all the other mages wouldn’t have to sit there watching and waiting for what could be hours. Calen had felt himself go a little pale at the mention of hours, but Serek had dryly assured him that his mark would not take quite that long. Later, the official marking ceremony would formally acknowledge Calen’s progress along the mage’s path.

The room’s walls were covered with panels of drawings and designs, which Calen guessed were examples of different kinds of marks. Serek had never explained the meanings behind his own markings: an intricate landscape of lines, swirls, and symbols twining across both sides of his face. It wasn’t forbidden to explain the meanings; Calen suspected Serek just felt it was too personal to discuss. Or maybe he thought it would sound like bragging. Serek had more markings than most of the other mages they had met since they’d arrived, and each of those markings represented some new level of skill or achievement. Calen hadn’t realized before that Serek might be a mage of some distinction. It had never even occurred to him. Serek was just . . . Serek. It was strange to see him here, in this new context, among others of his calling. Calen’s last visit had been so long ago, and he had been so little, that he barely remembered anything beyond vague, half-formed images and feelings.

Master Su’lira turned sideways again, holding up the needle once more, and Calen wondered if another reason for the private room was so that no one else would be there to observe if any mages or apprentices started screaming, or crying, or fainted from the pain.

“Nervous?” Mage Serek asked from across the room. He was leaning against the wall, watching the preparations with his usual detachment. Serek had, of course, been through this procedure countless times. And no doubt without any cowardly whining or squirming. He had probably sat there reading a book and barely even noticed when the needle pierced through his skin.

Me, on the other hand . . . Calen thought, sighing.

“A little,” he admitted. Serek could clearly already tell, anyway.

Serek nodded. “It will hurt a great deal, but the pain is part of the process. A reminder that we do not take on these responsibilities lightly.”

Good old Serek. Always comforting.

“I know,” Calen said. “I’m ready.”

Master Su’lira turned toward him, smiling.

Calen mustered a shaky smile back.

“You must hold very still, Apprentice Calen,” Master Su’lira said as he sat on the stool beside him. Calen nodded. The man smiled again. “No more nodding,” he said.

Oh. Right. “Sorry.”

“And no more speaking unless I ask you a question directly. If you need to say something, if you need to sneeze or cough, if you need me to stop for any reason, tap your hand here on the table to get my attention. All right?”

“Yes.”

“All right. I am going to prick you just once to start, to show you how it will feel.”

Calen held himself rigid as the needle came closer to his face. He shifted his eyes to look straight ahead. He could still see the needle in his peripheral vision, but at least now it didn’t look like it was coming directly at him. Although, of course, it was.

“All right,” the Marker said again, softly, and Calen felt a pressure against his skin. And then a bright blooming of pain. He inhaled sharply through his nose but managed not to gasp. Then Master Su’lira drew the needle back, and the pain faded quickly. Calen swallowed. He could do this. It hurt, but it wasn’t unbearable.

“Are you ready for me to continue?” Master Su’lira asked, holding the tool a few inches away. “You may answer.”

“Yes.”

“All right.” The Marker brought the needle closer again, and Calen felt the pressure and then the pain. This time, though, the needle prick didn’t come and go quickly; he could feel the needle going in and out slightly, moving in tiny increments. The pain didn’t stop or fade but stayed present, scratching, piercing, almost burning. Ow, he thought. Ow, ow, ow! But he didn’t move. He tried to keep his breathing slow and even, through his nose, since his mouth was closed and he was afraid to open it now.

It wasn’t really so bad. It still hurt, quite a bit, but he thought being scratched by Lyrimon hurt more. And it seemed to help if he tried to focus his mind on other things.

He was glad Serek hadn’t wanted to bring Lyrimon along on their journey, although he was a little worried about poor Maurel, who had volunteered to look after the gyrcat while they were gone. She seemed to be a pretty tough little girl, though. And Meg would no doubt step in if there were any problems.

He had been surprised to realize how much he missed Meg once he and Serek and their small armed escort had left the castle. He knew he would see her again in a few weeks, but almost as soon as they were beyond sight of the front gate, he had started to feel a little bit, well, sad. He supposed he had gotten used to seeing her every day.

He hoped they would be able to head back home soon. They had only arrived yesterday, and today was the marking and ceremony, and then tomorrow was the meeting with the council of mages who were in charge of things, and then maybe the next day they could start back. Surely it couldn’t take too long for the mages to decide what to do about Sen Eva. Serek had sent letters with the whole story ahead of time, so the council already knew what had happened.

Master Su’lira’s hand shifted slightly to a new area, and the pain flared up more intensely again. Calen clenched his teeth to stop himself from crying out.

He didn’t want to ask the man to stop. He wanted to be able to sit there and take it, to be strong and get through it without needing a break. He tried again to think about other things. About Meg. About magic. About whether there would be a banquet as part of his marking ceremony. He liked banquets. At the banquet following Meg’s sister’s wedding, there had been every kind of food Calen could imagine. There had been a whole table just for dessert. Calen had had two servings of a baked apple concoction that was pretty much the best thing he had ever tasted in his whole life. Sweet and sticky and hot with some kind of syrup all over it and a delicate pastry crust that flaked off as soon as you touched it with your fork.

Ow, ow, ow, ow, ow!

Baked apples. Right. He would just keep thinking about baked apples. Hot, delicious, syrupy baked apples. Nothing painful about those.

Suddenly he became aware that the needle wasn’t touching him anymore.

“Yes, all right,” Master Su’lira said, sitting back. “We’re all finished here.”

Calen took a deep breath. Finished! That hadn’t been too terrible, really. The pain was fading rapidly, and it was already hard to remember just how much it had hurt. But he was glad it was over. He started to reach up to touch his face. The Marker slapped his hand away.

“Do not touch!” he said. “You must wait until it’s been healed.” He looked over at Serek.

Serek straightened up and walked closer, eyeing Calen’s face appraisingly. Then he raised one hand palm out, and Calen saw a faint haze of golden energy gathering around Serek’s fingers. Gold laced with tiny threads of green and purple. At Serek’s subtle gesture, the energy flowed swiftly toward Calen’s face. His skin felt tingly for a moment, and then — nothing. No more stinging, no soreness. He looked up at Serek.

“The marking process itself cannot involve magic,” Serek said, “but healing is allowed after it’s over. There’s no need for you to walk around with a bandage on your face.” He twisted his lips into an almost-smile. “Besides, it takes away from the ceremony if your face is swollen and bleeding the whole time.”

“Oh,” Calen said. Ugh. “Um, thanks.”

“The marks are also spelled so that they’ll grow with you, at least until you reach your full height.”

“Oh,” Calen said again. “The green and purple.”

Serek looked as though he wanted to say something, but he glanced at the Marker and just nodded slightly. Calen still kept forgetting that no one else could see the colors he saw when someone was casting. That was another part of what they were supposed to talk about at the meeting tomorrow.

Master Su’lira brought over a hand mirror with a carved wooden handle. Calen took it and slowly held it up in front of his face.

His initiate mark had been a small symbol, a crescent moon with a double-headed arrow running through it horizontally and another line crossing it vertically, centered directly under his left eye. He was so used to seeing that in the mirror that he hardly noticed it anymore. But now — the vertical line had been extended at the bottom into a spiral that curled out and then in and terminated with a tiny star at the center. Along the line that led down into the spiral, on the opposite edge, were three small sideways points, almost triangles. They looked sort of like a sideways crown. Or dragon crests.

He looked back up to see Serek and Master Su’lira both standing before him, arms crossed. Serek’s expression was neutral, as usual. The Marker was smiling and nodding to himself.

“It looks very nice, yes? A fine first true mark for you, Apprentice Calen.”

“But what does it mean?” Calen asked.

“I cannot tell you that,” Master Su’lira said. “I do not know the meanings. I only see what to draw.”

Calen looked at Serek in total confusion.

“Master Su’lira sees the appropriate mark for each mage who comes to him,” he said. “It’s a kind of vision. Markers are gifted in this way and trained to read the symbols and signs they see in people. The mark itself comes from you; the Marker simply transcribes it. Only certain symbols, like the one indicating master status, are ever repeated.”

“Oh,” Calen said yet again, looking back into the mirror. “That’s — huh.” He traced the lines with his eye, trying to see what meaning might be there. He had thought there would be, well, a key or something. A set of standard symbols that stood for different things. It was sort of astounding to think that every single mage’s marks were unique. He would have to pay more attention to the faces of the mages they met here.

“Do we go to the ceremony now?”

Serek shook his head. “No, not for a few hours yet. This is traditionally a time for quiet reflection. You can go back to your room for now if you like.”

Calen nodded. He felt oddly exhausted, maybe from the pain, or from the healing, or just from the whole experience — the anticipation, the importance, everything. Quiet reflection seemed like a good idea. Especially if he could reflect while lying down on his bed.

He stood up and handed the mirror back to Master Su’lira. “Thank you,” he said. “It’s — I like it very much.”

The Marker smiled and bowed slightly. “You are most welcome, Apprentice Calen. I look forward to seeing you again in the future.”

Serek opened the door and then stopped in the doorway. Three mages stood just outside.

“Ah, Mage Serek!” one of them said. “We have been, ah, waiting for you. And for young Calen, of course.” All three mages’ eyes flicked to Calen before returning to Serek. Calen tried to remember if he’d seen them before. The mage who had spoken was the most heavily marked, his face half-covered with lines and symbols with sharp angles.

Serek didn’t look happy. “My apprentice has just received his mark. As I’m sure you realize, this is not an appropriate time for conversation. If you will excuse us, I am going to take him back to his room now.” With that, Serek pushed past the three men and walked quickly up the corridor. Calen hurried to follow.

“Ah. Yes. Of course,” the mage said again, also following. “It’s just that we wished to speak with you before the meeting tomorrow, if possible. There are, ah, things to discuss. . . .”

He trailed off. Serek had stopped and turned around to glare at him. Calen knew the effect of that glare rather well. Trailing off from whatever you had been saying was one of the more common responses.

“Mage Brevera,” Serek said with great emphasis. “Now is not the appropriate time. Do I need to make that more clear to you somehow?”

“But — ah — if we could just arrange a time that would be more . . . ?”

Serek rolled his eyes. “Very well. Meet me in the third-floor vestibule —” He broke off, frown deepening. The mages were shaking their heads and looking uncomfortable.

“Perhaps somewhere more private?” one of the other mages suggested. He was the least marked of the three, although he still had several marks beyond his master tattoo.

“Fine,” Serek snapped. “Come up to my room in half an hour. Will that suffice?”

“But, the boy —” the third mage began. The marks on his face were softer, less angled. They seemed to weave in and out of one another, so that Calen couldn’t make out very many distinct symbols at all.

The first mage cut him off. “Yes,” he said. “Yes, that would be very agreeable.”

Serek turned without another word and strode off toward the stairwell. Calen followed quickly behind. What had that been about? He wondered what they wanted to talk about that had to be discussed in private. There had been something a little disturbing about the way they’d looked at him. He glanced back over his shoulder. The mages were standing in a tight clump, whispering aggressively at one another.

He turned back to ask Serek about it, but one look at his master’s face convinced him that now was not the time to ask questions. Well, that was all right. He was more than ready for that quiet reflection. There would be time enough to find out about those mages later. Right now, he kind of just wanted a nap. And to spend some time alone in front of the mirror, looking at his new mark.
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MEG WAS DREAMING. SHE KNEW SHE was, knew she was back in one of the same nightmares she’d been having for weeks now — but knowing didn’t help her escape it.

In this one, she was lost in the woods, as she had been with Calen once, only this time she was alone. Jakl swirled in her head, a tangle of confused emotions, but he was nowhere nearby. There was something she had to do, something very important, but she didn’t know what it was, or how to do it, or where to go. Every step seemed to take her farther in the wrong direction, even if she tried turning around to go back the way she’d come.

Something crunched behind her in the shadows. Someone was there. Jakl suddenly loomed inside her, filling her with rage and fear and panic. No, she thought. No, no, I have to calm down, I have to think. This isn’t the way. But she could not control it; the waves of emotion rolled over her, through her, and she was lost, inside and out, and the danger was getting closer and closer and closer and there was nothing she could do.

She woke in a cold sweat, as she had so many nights before.

For a moment, Meg lay there, staring up into the dark, trying to make her heart slow down. Then she got out of bed, pulled on a pair of breeches and an overshirt over her nightgown, and stepped quietly out into the hall. Jakl was awake, concerned; she had to get better at shielding him while she was sleeping. He didn’t need to suffer from her nightmares, too. But at the same time, she was a little glad. She liked feeling him there, ready to try to comfort her. She made her way down to the courtyard.

He was waiting for her when she stepped outside, green scales glinting in the moonlight. He lowered his long neck as she approached and turned to nudge at her with his big, worried head.

“It’s okay,” she murmured, wrapping her arms around as much of his neck as she could. She lay her face against him and closed her eyes. “We’re okay.” Why did she feel she had to keep reminding herself of that?

Because it’s not really true — that’s why.

She hated that little voice, the one that seemed to always speak her fears to her and make them feel more real. She tried to ignore it. They were okay. They were.

Silently, she climbed up and felt her spirits lift and then let go as she and her dragon rose into the night sky. We’ll just fly for a bit, she thought. Just fly, and not think about anything else.

Jakl had no objections. He soared up, over the castle, away into the darkness. They didn’t come back until the first hint of dawn began to lighten the horizon.

In the morning, Meg slunk into her family’s private dining room long after everyone else had started eating. A serving girl quickly brought her a bowl of porridge and a mug of tea as she sat down.

“We missed you at the briefing this morning,” her father said, not looking up.

“Briefing?” Meg said, still not feeling quite awake. She wrapped her hands around her mug.

“With the Captain of the House Guard.”

Meg winced. She’d completely forgotten. “I’m sorry. I . . . overslept.”

“I noticed.” Now he looked at her, not happily. “It’s not the first time, Meg.”

“I know. I’m really sorry. It won’t happen again.”

“You said that last time,” Queen Merilyn said.

“I said I was sorry,” Meg said. She felt her temper stirring and tried to tamp it down. “I didn’t oversleep on purpose. I don’t know why Pela didn’t wake me.”

“You never used to sleep so late,” Maurel put in brightly. “Maybe you’re sick or something.”

“I’m not —”

“Do you feel all right, Meg?” asked her mother.

“Yes, I’m fine!” Meg snapped. Her mother’s eyes widened. Meg took a breath, trying to regain control of her voice. “I’m sorry. Please, just — I just haven’t been sleeping well. I’ll ask Pela to be more aggressive when she wakes me from now on.” Pela did seem to give up rather easily.

Her mother looked at her in that searching way Meg was beginning to hate, but she only said, “All right, Meg.” The king didn’t say anything. Maurel was already bored with the conversation, and had turned her attention to making designs in the surface of her porridge with her spoon. Nan Vera wasn’t sitting with them; Meg must have missed her entirely. No doubt she was off giving baby Mattie her breakfast, which tended to be a messy affair that Nan Vera preferred to handle in private. Too many ruined tablecloths and dresses stained from flying food.

It seemed so empty at the table with only the four of them. Morgan had gone home to Prolua soon after the wedding, and Maerlie had left for Kragnir with her new husband shortly thereafter. Maybe Meg’s tardiness wouldn’t have been quite so noticeable if they hadn’t become such a tiny group of late. Although she supposed she still would have missed the briefing.

She really would have to talk to Pela about waking her even when she didn’t seem to want to get up. Meg had managed to avoid having a lady-in-waiting for years, but now that she was preparing to officially take on the responsibilities of the princess-heir, her parents had decided it wasn’t proper for her not to have one. There had always been maids and servants, of course, but a lady-in-waiting felt . . . different. More burdensome. Pela was supposed to be Meg’s companion as well as her attendant, and that meant Meg was supposed to spend time with her, doing . . . she wasn’t even sure. Talking, walking in the gardens, sitting around doing ladylike things, she imagined. She suspected it was her parents’ way of trying to get her to act more princess-like. Although they had also made the point that it was an honor for a girl to be appointed a lady-in-waiting, and it wasn’t really fair of Meg to deny Pela that opportunity.

Guilt was a powerful motivating force, Meg had discovered. Especially once she’d been introduced to Pela, who was very sweet and nice and seemed so genuinely to want to fulfill her newly assigned role.

“Perhaps,” her father said suddenly, breaking into her thoughts, “you would feel more rested if you actually slept at night, instead of going for rides on your dragon.”

Of course. Her dragon. She should have known it would come back to this.

“I couldn’t sleep,” Meg told him. “I just wanted some air.”

“Meg.” He looked steadily at her, an echo of her mother’s worry on his face. “I know you need to spend time with Jakl. I understand that, truly. Serek has explained about the link, and I know we cannot expect you to act as though it does not exist. But you cannot . . .” He paused, searching for words. “People are beginning to . . . talk.”

“Talk?”

“About the appropriateness of a princess having a dragon for a pet.” He put up a hand to forestall her heated objection. “I know, that’s not what he is. But from the outside, all people see is that the soon-to-be princess-heir has apparently adopted a dangerous beast to be her constant companion. It makes them . . . uneasy.” His voice softened. “Surely you can understand.”

She understood. It was everyone else who didn’t understand. She understood that her parents claimed to have accepted what had happened to her, but they hadn’t, not really. How could they? Their daughter was linked to a dragon. Connected, body and mind, forever. She was still struggling to come to terms with it herself. She was the same, but also not the same. And now her mother was worried about her, and her father didn’t know what to make of her, and Maurel — well, okay, Maurel seemed to not care at all about the dragon, except to think it was exciting. But everyone else was treating her differently now, holding her at arm’s length, looking at her as though they expected her to sprout wings of her own any moment now and fly away.

She could feel the hot anger beginning to rise again inside her.

“I don’t see how going for rides at night is any worse than going for rides during the day,” Meg said, still trying to keep her voice calm.

Her parents exchanged a look. Then her mother said, “We’d like you to spend less time riding during the day, too.”

Meg was on her feet before she realized it, looking down at her parents incredulously. “I thought you said you understood!” she said. “I have to spend time with him. Serek told you —”

“Why does spending time with him have to include riding?” her mother asked. “You can just visit him in that nice enclosure we had constructed. Or, if necessary, in the field beyond the garden . . .”

Meg stared at them. The edges of her vision seemed tinged with red. “If necessary? No. You don’t understand at all. We have to fly together. It’s — I can’t explain it. But it’s important. And I’m not going to start trying to hide him from everyone. I won’t!”

“Meg —” the king began.

“I know you both wish we didn’t have a dragon to worry about. But we do. And I’m very sorry if Jakl makes the people of Trelian uncomfortable, but they’re just going to have to get used to it, aren’t they?”

The king and queen exchanged another look, and then her father looked back at her with a strange expression. “Actually, Meg,” he said, “not necessarily.”

The room suddenly seemed very quiet.

Meg continued to stand there, looking back and forth between them. “What,” she asked finally, “does that mean?”

The queen leaned over toward Maurel, who was staring down at her porridge and seemed to be trying very hard to pretend no one was arguing. “Maurel, please go and tell Nan Vera that you’re finished with your breakfast now.”

“Yes, Mother,” Maurel said quietly. She fled without looking back.

The king waited until Maurel had gone. Then he said, “Meg. Please sit down.”

“No.”

He sighed but didn’t insist. “While it’s . . . traditional for the eldest child remaining in the kingdom to inherit the throne, it is not by any means required. If it seems that the people will not accept you as princess-heir, we might have to consider passing the title to Maurel instead.”

Meg blinked, trying to take this in. “But — the ceremony, at Autumn Turning —”

“Can be adjusted, or delayed,” her father said. He reached across the table toward her hand. “Meg, we don’t want to do this.”

She snatched her hand away. “But you’re going to threaten me with it all the same,” she said.

“We have to do what is best for this kingdom,” her father said, his voice sharper now. “Which is what you should be thinking about as well.”

“So you’ve decided that what’s best for the kingdom is for me to hide what I am,” she said bitterly. Her mother looked away. Her father just kept looking at her.

“Haven’t you ever considered that there might be advantages to having our own dragon, loyal to the kingdom?” she asked.

“But he’s not loyal to the kingdom, Meg,” her father said. “He’s loyal to you. Don’t you see? We need the people to accept you before we can ask them to think about the advantages of having a dragon. You must understand how frightening Jakl seems to those who don’t know him, who don’t know that he’s connected to you so closely. People are wondering where he came from and why you are seen spending so much time with him. Once they are firmly in support of you, such things will become much easier.”

“Accept me,” Meg repeated in a flat voice. “They don’t accept me? Because of Jakl?”

“Meg —” her mother began.

Meg shook her head in disbelief, no longer even trying to hold back her anger and indignation. “Jakl saved them! We would be at war right now if it weren’t for him! Or worse!” She was shouting now, but she didn’t care. “And Maerlie would be dead! Have you forgotten that?”

“Meg!” her father barked at her. “Control yourself!”

“No,” she said, backing away. Everything in her vision was turning red now. She had to get out of there. “I can’t talk to you right now. I have to — I can’t —”

She turned and ran from the room, ignoring her parents’ voices calling after her. Jakl was responding to her anger, and she was glad. She ran toward the courtyard, toward the garden. She was not going to stop spending time with him. She was not going to hide who she was. Her parents would learn to accept it. Everyone would learn to accept it. She wouldn’t give them a choice.

She was out and up and on Jakl’s back and away in seconds. For spite, she flew him low over the city, letting everyone get a nice, long look at their terrifying dragon princess. Then she let go, freeing her mind of her parents’ concerns, the ungrateful people of Trelian, all of it. She let Jakl fly where he would, and felt nothing but the wind and the sky and her dragon and the link shining strong and invisible and eternal between them.

Later, much later, she was sorry.

She was sitting on the fence outside Jakl’s paddock, watching him roll around in the grass. As usual after one of her flares of temper, she couldn’t quite understand why she’d gotten so angry. Of course she didn’t like hearing that the people of Trelian were uncertain about her, but she did understand. Her parents were right — she had to win the people over, let them see that she could be the princess-heir they wanted her to be.

She cringed, thinking of her recent flight over the city.

Her anger was gone now, replaced with a kind of empty sadness. She didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t stop flying with Jakl altogether. But maybe she could make sure they flew out over the forest, where they wouldn’t be seen. And she could try harder to be seen without him, to be seen doing . . . normal things. Appropriate princess-heir things.

Things that wouldn’t make anyone uneasy.

This was probably another reason her parents had insisted on the lady-in-waiting, Meg realized. So that people could see her walking around in the company of another girl, doing girl things. . . . She had to admit it made a certain sense.

Resolved, Meg hopped off the fence and set off to find Pela. They could have their talk about the importance of timely princess waking while walking in the garden, and Meg would act like a regular human girl who was not at all connected to a terrifying, fire-breathing creature.

She felt Jakl stirring proudly as she thought that last part, and despite everything else, she could not help but smile.

Pela was sewing in the royal common room when Meg found her. She leaped to her feet when she saw Meg, her needlework tumbling from her lap.

“Oh, Princess! Did you want me? Normally you like to spend your mornings alone, and so I didn’t think —”

“It’s all right, Pela,” Meg said, trying to ignore the girl’s jumpiness. Pela reminded Meg of a nervous little bird. “You’re right: lately I have been spending my mornings by myself. But I thought perhaps we could begin taking some morning walks together. It would be nice to stroll in the gardens after breakfast, at least on pleasant days.”

“Oh, yes, Princess! That would be lovely. Shall we go now? I suppose it’s not really morning anymore, but it’s still early enough, don’t you think? Just let me put my sewing away.” Pela scooped up the fabric and thread from the floor and took off toward her quarters, which were, unfortunately, right across from Meg’s own. Then she stopped abruptly and turned back. “Is that all right? I don’t mean to make you wait; I could leave it here. . . .” She looked doubtfully at the chair where she’d been seated.

“No, it’s fine, Pela. Please. I need to stop by my room as well.” A few final moments to herself suddenly seemed like a very good idea. “I’ll meet you by the garden entrance, all right?”

“Yes, Princess. Of course.” Pela hesitated for a second, then seemed to understand that Meg wasn’t going to race down the hall with her. “I’ll — I’ll see you very shortly!” She turned and resumed her run.

Meg took a deep breath and walked slowly after Pela. She understood that the lady-in-waiting was supposed to be nearby in case her mistress needed her, but placing the girl right across the hall seemed a little much. Meg had never needed any of her other attendants in the middle of the night, at least not since she was Maurel’s age; what made her parents think she was going to need Pela? It was probably another instance of appearances, she supposed, to make Meg seem like a normal princess. Morgan and Maerlie had both had ladies-in-waiting in rooms next to theirs, after all. But that was different. They were different.

But that was the whole point, wasn’t it? Meg was supposed to be more like them.

She reached her door and went quickly inside, not wanting to be standing in the hall when Pela came back out. Then she sat on the edge of her bed and closed her eyes. Her earlier rage was only a memory now, but she still felt tense, and she could safely assume Pela would do something to try her patience. She needed to try and stay calm.

Meg had known for a while now that the link tended to intensify her emotions, as Jakl felt what she was feeling and then added his own mirroring feelings to hers. Or the other way around. It could be a nice thing, when she was happy, or when he was, or when they were flying together and both of them got swept away in the joy of it. But when one of them was angry, it was . . . less nice. And lately it seemed to be getting worse.

No, she corrected herself. Be honest. It was getting worse. Her temper was out of control, sometimes setting her off with barely any provocation at all. Sometimes, she became so full of rage, so quickly, so unreasonably, that she was afraid she might do something terrible. More terrible than just snapping at Maurel or screaming at her parents.

She sighed, realizing that she still had to go and apologize to them at some point.

Eyes still closed, Meg forced herself to breathe slowly and deeply, the way Calen had taught her. Meg and Jakl were both still learning how to deal with the link, but the relaxation techniques seemed to help calm them. A little, anyway. When she actually remembered to use them.

Once she felt relatively centered again, Meg made her way down to the garden entrance. Pela was already there, seated on a stone bench near the doorway. She looked a little flushed; Meg suspected the girl had run full speed the entire way, just to make sure Meg would not have to wait for her.

Pela, of course, jumped up as soon as Meg appeared. “I’m ready, Princess! Shall we set out? Do you have a favorite path?”

“Pela,” Meg said. “Please. Can you just, um . . . ?”

Pela’s face fell at once. “Have I done something wrong, Princess?”

“No,” Meg said hastily. “No, of course not. Let’s just sit down a moment.” She sat on the bench and waited for Pela to sit beside her. Pela sat but still looked mortified.

“Oh, you’re dismissing me, aren’t you?” she asked miserably. “I knew I would do something wrong. I knew it. I’m sorry, Your Highness. Whatever I did, I’m very sorry. I would never have —”

“Pela!”

Pela stopped, eyes wide. “Yes, Princess?”

Meg took another deep breath. “Pela, I want you to sit there quietly for a second and just listen. All right?”

Pela nodded.

“Good. Now pay attention. I am not dismissing you. You have not done anything wrong. We’re going to start spending more time together, so we can get to know each other a bit.” Meg tried to make her voice as kind and gentle as possible. “I can see already that I’m going to like you very much.”

Pela’s face lit up instantly. She began to open her mouth, but Meg quickly reached up and put her hand over it.

“Shh. I’m not finished.” She eyed Pela seriously and did not take her hand away from the girl’s mouth. Meg was afraid that if Pela said one more thing, she’d strangle her. That would not be a good beginning to their new relationship. “I like you, Pela, but I need you to do something for me. I want you to stop trying so hard to please me. You will please me most by just being yourself. Just — just try to relax a little, all right? Can you do that for me?”

Pela nodded vigorously. Meg cautiously took her hand away. The younger girl bit her lip and seemed to be ordering her thoughts. Inside her head, instead of through her mouth, for a change. That was a good sign.

“I’ll try to do that, Princess,” she said at last. “I do want you to like me. Very much.”

“I do like you, Pela. And I’m sure I will like you even more the more I get to know you.” She smiled. “Shall we go for our walk now?”

“Yes, Princess.”

Meg stood up, and Pela did likewise. “Do you have a favorite path, Pela? If you do, I would very much like to see it.”

Pela smiled shyly. “I do, Princess. It’s the one that goes past the cherry trees near the far wall. Do you know that one?”

“I haven’t been that way in a while, actually. I would be very grateful if you would show me.”

Pela positively beamed as they set out. She really was a sweet and friendly girl. Maybe she’d require less effort over time. Meg could hope so, anyway. She gave her lady-in-waiting one more considering glance. “Pela — do you think you could call me Meg?”

“Oh, no, Princess,” Pela said at once. “I couldn’t!”

Meg sighed. She hadn’t thought so, but it was worth a try. With Calen she never had to think about behaving like a proper princess. She was always just Meg to him. But she knew she couldn’t be that way with everyone. Just as she couldn’t fully be her dragon-linked self with everyone, either. That was even clearer after what her parents had told her this morning.

They walked on, Pela chattering happily, and Meg did not fail to note the way the gardeners and the guards looked up to watch them as they passed. She was glad they were paying attention.
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