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CALEN TRIED NOT TO LOOK DOWN. This was the best vantage point in the east wing of the castle — a thick window ledge that looked out over both the main gate and a good bit of the Queen’s Road beyond. It was by no means the highest point in the castle, but it was still a good deal higher than Calen normally preferred to go. Climbing up to sit on the ledge had taken all his courage. He couldn’t help imagining what it would be like to fall, screaming in terror and watching the shaped hedges rush up at him from below until he hit the ground and died a horrible and painful death.

He’d had to come, though. He wanted to catch that first glimpse of the procession as it approached, to witness the very beginning. It was like something from a story — a delegation from an enemy kingdom, bringing the prince of Kragnir to marry one of the princesses of Trelian and end a war that had been going on longer than most people today had been alive. Certainly it was the most exciting thing to happen in Calen’s life in a long time. Maybe the most exciting thing to happen in his life ever, at least once he’d figured out that becoming a mage’s apprentice was not going to be the whirlwind of glory and adventure he’d briefly imagined. And he was going to be here to see it, the arrival of the enemy prince and his family and whomever else princes generally traveled with, the first moments of an event that would be recorded in history books for future generations!

His heart was beating a little faster just thinking about it. Obviously it was the excitement, and not the glance he’d accidentally taken at the ground just now that was causing his insides to jump around that way. Calen took a deep breath, settled his back firmly against the edge of the window opening, and struggled to keep his eyes on the distant hills and his mind on anything other than the vast empty space to his immediate right.

There was plenty he could think about, but most of it was not especially pleasant. The procession was supposed to have arrived hours ago, and Calen was getting later by the second, but he wasn’t leaving until he got to see something. He was bound to be in trouble — more trouble, he amended — once Serek discovered that he hadn’t come straight back from the royal gardens with the silverweed. Calen had picked the silverweed first, of course — he wasn’t that much of a fool — but he knew Serek had expected him to return at once, and that he hadn’t done. Instead, he had circled around through the kitchen entrance, run down the Long Hall, then climbed the many, many stairs to the guest suites on the eighth floor. Heavy rust-colored curtains concealed the large window, and once he slipped behind them, he was invisible to anyone who might pass by. Undoubtedly one of the soon-to-be-arriving guests would be stationed here, and servants might stop in to check that the room was ready. If anyone did see him, he’d be caught — no one would believe he was up here on the mage’s business, and he’d be forced to go back and face his punishment and miss everything.

Technically, he hadn’t exactly disobeyed. Serek had only implied that Calen should return directly; he hadn’t actually said it. Not that this distinction would hold much weight with Serek, but it was enough to soothe Calen’s conscience. Besides, it wasn’t like there was anything to rush back for. Calen thought back to the argument they’d had earlier. Well, argument wasn’t really the right word. Mostly it had just been Serek making pointed comments about how lazy Calen was and glaring at him whenever he opened his mouth to defend himself. But he wasn’t lazy. He just . . . didn’t care. He didn’t see the point in learning things if you were never going to do anything with them.

A flash of light caught his attention, and Calen leaned forward a tiny bit, squinting. Had that been the sun reflecting off armor? It was hard to tell at this distance. There was no way he was leaning any farther out the window, but maybe if he stretched his neck out slightly —

“I think that’s the prince’s escort,” said a voice from directly behind him.

Calen jumped at the sudden sound and then screamed as he felt his balance desert him. He flailed uselessly at the air and had a moment to think, This is it, I’m dead, I’m falling, before he was jerked roughly back into the room and onto the floor beside the window. Heart pounding, and not from excitement this time, Calen looked up to see a girl about his own age standing above him.

“You dropped your flowers,” she said, smiling innocently.

He gaped at her, then down at the silverweed scattered across the floor. Still breathless with fear, and now angry as well, Calen stood up. She had nearly killed him!

“You! You —” he began, unable to find suitable words for what he was feeling. Swallowing, he paused to regroup.

“You —” he said again, this time pointing one shaky finger at her for emphasis.

“You’re welcome,” she said. “I suppose I saved your life just now. You almost fell, you know.”

Calen stared at her incredulously. His eyes felt wide enough to fall right out of his head.

She looked back at him for a moment, then started laughing.

“Oh, your face —” she gasped, nearly doubled over with mirth. Calen, temporarily out of witty retorts, waited silently for her to regain control of herself.

“I’m sorry,” she went on, finally. “I really am. I didn’t mean to startle you like that, but after I pulled you back in, you were just so funny. . . .”

Calen glared at her. Funny, was he? He knelt and began gathering the fallen silverweed with violent swipes of his hands. She bent to help him.

“Leave it,” he said, turning his back to her.

“Oh, please, don’t be like that,” she said, touching his shoulder. He shrugged her off without looking up.

After a moment she spoke again. “You’re right — that was terrible of me. To laugh, I mean. I’m not very well behaved at times, as Nan Vera would no doubt agree.” She held out the handful of silverweed she’d collected. “Please,” she said again. “Let’s start over. I really am sorry. I’m Meg. What’s your name?”

Calen sighed. He hadn’t actually died, he supposed. And it would be nice to finally get to know someone his own age. It had been more than half a year since he and Serek took up residence here, and in all that time nearly the only young people he’d seen had been the royal —

He looked up at her. “Meg?” he repeated stupidly. For the first time he noticed how she was dressed: her pale blue gown of obvious quality, the silver embroidery along the sleeves and bodice, the elaborate way her hair was twisted up behind her neck. And the delicate gold circlet resting above her forehead, glinting at him in shiny accusation.

“Meg — as in Meglynne? As in Her Royal Highness Princess Meglynne?”

Oh no.

Calen scrambled to his feet, then bowed, then changed his mind and dropped back onto his knees. “I’m sorry, Your Highness, I didn’t —”

“Stop,” she said. “Please, don’t do that. It’s just Meg. Now get up.”

“But, Your Highness —”

She kicked him, hard.

“Ow!” He fell over onto the floor, rubbing his thigh. Princesses weren’t supposed to kick you!

“If you call me ‘Your Highness’ again, I will throw you out that window, I swear it.”

“But —” Calen pushed himself back up to his knees. This was confusing. Serek had made him learn all the appropriate titles of respect, and it was definitely not appropriate to call one of the king’s daughters by her first name. Still, he almost believed she was serious about the window.

“Come on,” she said. “Get up.”

Calen just stared at her. Was it a test or something? What was he supposed to do? He couldn’t seem to bring himself to move.

Finally, she rolled her eyes. “Oh, very well. I command you to get off your knees and stop acting like I’m going to chop your head off. Rise and obey, by order of King Tormon’s third and least patient royal daughter.”

Calen got up.

“Good,” she said. “Now I command you to tell me your name.”

“Calen.”

“Good. Thank you. You’re the mage’s apprentice, aren’t you? I mean, you must be, since you’ve got the . . .” She waved a finger at the marks on his face, nodding. “All right, Calen, pleased to meet you. Now I command you to stop obeying me. What are you doing up here, anyway?”

Lying to a princess probably carried worse punishments than skipping out on work. “I came up to watch the procession,” he admitted.

She smiled. “Good. Me, too. So let’s get back out of sight before someone comes by and sends us both back to where we belong. They’re probably close enough to see by now.” And with that, she disappeared behind the heavy curtains.

Calen rubbed his thigh, which still hurt from where she’d kicked him. Part of him wanted to slowly back away while she wasn’t looking. But if he left now, all the time he’d spent waiting and the trouble he’d get in when he returned would be for nothing. And he really didn’t want to miss the procession. He’d been waiting to see it for weeks! He shook his head and squared his shoulders. No one, princess or not, was going to stop him from seeing history in the making. He ducked back behind the curtains to join her.

The approaching party was indeed now close enough to see, and Calen knew at once that it had been worth the wait. Princes, apparently, traveled with a great number of people, at least when they were riding into an enemy kingdom for a war-ending marriage. A dazzling jumble of colors and banners and horses and riders was pouring slowly over the rise and down along the Queen’s Road. Mounted soldiers led the procession and created a formidable-looking border around everyone else. Bannermen held the flags of Kragnir aloft and musicians played instruments, which Calen realized he must have started hearing a few minutes ago without knowing it. As they reached the top of the rise, a pair of wagons carrying wicker cages paused and men jumped down to attend to them; in a moment, scores of colorful birds burst from the cages and spilled up into the sky like a living rainbow. Calen couldn’t help grinning in admiration. If the prince had been hoping to make an impressive entrance, Calen thought he was succeeding.

Meg had boosted herself up to straddle the window ledge, one leg dangling insanely over nothing. Calen, not about to climb back up there, contented himself with standing beside her and resting his elbows on the ledge. She pointed.

“See the man on the tall black horse with the red trappings? That’s Prince Ryant of Kragnir. He’s the one who’s going to marry my sister Maerlie. She thinks he’s quite handsome, but of course she’s only ever seen his portrait, and honestly, if I were painting a portrait of a prince, I’d probably make certain he looked handsome in it, too. They’ve never met in person, although they’ve been writing each other constantly since the betrothal. She thinks they might really be falling in love,” she said, rolling her eyes again. “As though you can fall in love through letters!” But Calen thought Meg’s face looked just a little wistful as she said it.

She turned her attention back to the scene below. “The three men directly in front of the prince are his personal guards. I met one of them before — Jorn. He’s the one who brought Prince Ryant’s offer of marriage. He has this scar that runs from one side of his forehead across his face and partway down his neck.”

Interested, Calen squinted at the man he guessed was Jorn, trying to see the scar. “How did he get it?”

“No one knows, though there are stories enough. Everyone tells a different tale, but no one is brave enough to ask Jorn himself. Well, I would do it, but Nan Vera says it would be unforgivably rude, and I don’t want to offend the prince’s guard and embarrass my sister. I’m hoping Maerlie can find out the truth once she’s married the prince. He must know.”

Calen couldn’t quite believe he was discussing scars with one of the king’s daughters. Were all princesses like this? Somehow he didn’t think so.

“Your sister must be pretty brave,” he said. “I mean, getting married to the enemy and everything.”

Meg rolled her eyes again. She seemed to do that a lot. “Well, that’s the whole point, isn’t it? The marriage is supposed to bring the two kingdoms together so we can stop being enemies. Don’t they teach you apprentices anything? Do you even know the story of why we were fighting in the first place?”

Calen shook his head. She was beginning to make him feel a little stupid.

“Oh, it’s a good story,” Meg told him. “Well, not good, exactly; actually it’s rather terrible, but — well, here, I’ll just tell you. Years and years and years ago — exactly one hundred as of next month, actually — Kragnir had a young queen named Lysetta. She had been a poor country girl, just like in a fairy tale, and all the people loved her. King Holister’s first wife had died in childbirth, and he’d been so heartbroken that no one thought he would ever marry again, but they say Lysetta mended his heart and he came to love her more than anything. Soon after the marriage, Lysetta came to visit Trelian. That had been a tradition for as long as anyone could remember; every time Trelian or Kragnir had a new queen, she went to visit the other queen so that they could get to know each other and become friends. Our kingdoms were steadfast allies back then.

“The night of her arrival, there was a grand feast, and Lysetta was formally introduced to the Trelian royal family and all the visiting cousins and dignitaries and whoever else had come for the occasion. Everyone was charmed by the new queen, and the evening was considered a great success, even though Lysetta retired somewhat early. The next morning she failed to appear for breakfast, and when Trelian’s queen — her name was Aliwen — went to her rooms to see if their guest was all right, she wasn’t there.

“Where was she?” Calen asked, drawn in despite himself. Meg was a pretty good storyteller. This was a lot more interesting than the history lesson he’d been expecting.

“I’m getting there,” she said. “Just listen. When Lysetta hadn’t been found by midday, they began to search in earnest, for her escort was still at the castle and none of her attendants had any idea where she might have gone. They searched for two days and might never have found her, except that one of the kitchen boys reported hearing strange sounds in the cellar. When they went to look, they discovered a hidden passageway behind a wall, and at the end of a long dark tunnel they found Lysetta, imprisoned in an iron cell that no one had known even existed. She was dead, but there were no marks to indicate how she died, and they never discovered why or how she had ended up there.”

Calen shuddered. He felt like a child at a ghost-telling, but he couldn’t help it. He’d been down in that cellar countless times.

“When King Holister heard the news,” Meg went on, “he went mad with grief. He blamed Trelian for his young wife’s death and arrived at the castle gates with an army. My ancestors tried to convince him that they had nothing to do with what had happened, but he refused to believe them and demanded the head of Queen Aliwen in retribution.”

“Her head?”

“Naturally, the Trelian king refused, and the Kragnir army attacked the castle. There was a fierce battle, and eventually Kragnir was defeated and returned home, but not without great loss of life on both sides. The war continued over the years, with violent assaults and assassination attempts and all kinds of ugly and horrible things.”

Calen was fascinated, the procession below temporarily forgotten. “But then — how did the marriage offer come about? If we’ve been fighting with them all this time . . .”

“My father and King Ryllin — that’s Prince Ryant’s father — had wanted to find a way to end the feud between our families. They had met each other as boys, completely accidentally, when Trelian and Kragnir had both sent envoys to the coastal nations in the south without realizing that the other kingdom was doing so, and there was a terrible storm and they all ended up at the same inn — that’s a really good story, too, actually. But the short version is that after that chance meeting they kept in touch, secretly, and wanted to find a way to stop all the fighting, but when they tried to make it happen, neither of their fathers would allow it. Now that the old kings aren’t around anymore to say no, and King Ryllin and my father both have children of marriageable age, they decided to try again. And the hundred-year anniversary makes it seem all the more significant and important. There are some who still don’t trust Kragnir and are against the wedding, but my parents both believe in Ryllin and the promise of peace.”

“And do you?” Calen asked.

“Of course,” Meg said quickly. “Certainly I want the chance to meet this Prince Ryant for myself, but my parents wouldn’t let Maerlie marry someone they didn’t trust. And no one can deny that now would be a very good time to renew the old friendship between our kingdoms.”

Calen knew what she meant by that, at least. Each time Serek sent him to the market for supplies, the traders — those who still came — always seemed to have new stories of thieves and bandits on the roads. And sometimes, worse things, although surely those stories weren’t true. Supplies were stolen, or never sent at all, and there were even rumors that some traders who ventured into the vast Hunterheart Forest, which bordered the castle grounds and stretched over much of the distance between Trelian and Kragnir, disappeared and were never heard from again.

They watched as more riders came into view, Meg pointing out those whose names she knew and sharing bits of stories she’d heard about them. Calen had never met anyone quite like Meg before. She was nicer than she’d seemed at first, he thought. Maybe she couldn’t help being bossy; she was a princess, after all. And she sure did talk a lot. He wasn’t used to it, but at the same time it was a welcome change from his usual nonconversations with Serek. Even if he was mostly just listening. It was nice to actually have someone to listen to.

When the prince and his guard reached the main gate, Meg jumped down from the window.

“I have to go — I’m sure Father will be angry I missed his discussion on how to behave at dinner, but if I’m not back in time to greet our guests at the table, I’ll really be in trouble.”

Thinking of trouble reminded Calen of his own situation. Serek would not be pleased he had been gone this long.

Meg started to push through the curtains and then turned back. She looked at him for a long moment. Finally she asked, “Can you get away tomorrow afternoon?”

“I think so. Why?”

She smiled mysteriously. “Meet me by the small gate at first bell. I’ll share a secret with you.”
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MOST OF THE CASTLE HALLS WERE lined with tapestries and paintings. Some showed glorious battles, or what Calen guessed were important friends and ancestors of the royal family, but others were complete stories in themselves, with entire lives depicted scene by scene. Calen usually stopped to admire them when he passed, but right now he hardly saw them at all. He turned down a dimly lit corridor that led to the mage’s quarters. No point lingering in the hallway worrying; he’d find out soon enough how much trouble he was in and would just try to say as little as possible about where he’d been and what he’d been doing. He’d leave Meg out of it entirely. Serek probably wouldn’t believe that he’d been talking with the princess anyway — Calen still hardly believed it himself! — and if Serek did believe it, Calen was afraid he’d decide it was improper for his apprentice to be interacting with royalty outside of duty’s requirements and forbid him to see her again. Meg might be a bit pushy and condescending, and perhaps slightly intimidating, and, okay, yes, she had nearly killed him, but she was also the first person he’d had a real conversation with in a long time. And she seemed to find him interesting enough to want to talk to him again tomorrow. To share a secret! He didn’t want Serek to take that away. It would be nice to make a friend.

In the six years he’d been apprenticed to Serek, they’d spent time in several different households, among families of varying ranks and stations, and Serek had never seemed interested in getting to know anyone closely or, gods forbid, actually making friends anywhere. He kept to himself, focused on his craft, and seemed disdainful of other mages they’d encountered who mixed personal relationships with work situations.

Which was all very well for him, but Calen had no desire to live the rest of his life with no one but Serek and his ill-tempered gyrcat for companionship. Life before Serek hadn’t exactly been perfect, but at least in between the work there had been moments with other people — feastdays and shared errands with the other inn workers, friendly patrons and occasional kind words from the cooks or the stable master, gifts from the innkeeper’s wife once a year at Turning Day. But Serek seemed to go out of his way to avoid other people. Even Calen’s company sometimes appeared to be more than he could bear. Which was something the great mage really should have thought about before dragging Calen away from the only life he’d ever known to be his stupid apprentice.

That day, the day Serek had carted him off to be initiated, Calen had thought he was leaving his mundane and unimportant existence far behind. He’d looked back at Arster’s inn as the other boys stood outside, watching him ride away in the wagon. He’d felt different from them, special. Destined for a new and exciting future. He’d imagined all the grand spells he would cast, working wonders, fighting enemies, defending his patrons . . . and when Serek began teaching him those early lessons, he’d loved the way it felt to cast, to channel the magical energy toward a purpose, shaping it to accomplish whatever he held in his mind. But soon enough it became clear that most of the time there was no purpose. It was nearly all just books and learning and memorizing things to recite back to Serek. What was the point in becoming a mage if you never really got a chance to use magic?

Serek spent nearly all his time with his nose buried in books and papers, coming up for air only long enough to assign Calen some pointless task that was supposed to be furthering his magical education but seemed more likely just a way to keep him busy and protect Serek’s beloved solitude. And lately it had gotten even worse. Ever since Serek had been appointed King’s Mage, he’d been more distant than ever, sending Calen off on errands rather than letting him help with anything or letting him know what was going on. At least at their last post he’d been able to work in the gardens, so he’d felt that he was doing something . . . but here they had a whole army of royal gardeners for that, and it had been made quite clear that they didn’t want the mage’s apprentice hanging about or, gods forbid, actually doing anything useful.

With a sigh, Calen opened the narrow door at the end of the corridor and stepped inside.

Serek was at his desk, running one hand distractedly through his short black hair and apparently trying to read the contents of several books at once. Four or five huge volumes lay before him, pages held open with small but heavy stones and, in one instance, the grinning skull of Serek’s late mentor, Rorgson. Calen closed the door with a little more force than necessary. Serek glanced up at him.

“There you are. Took you long enough. Get lost on the way back from the garden, did you?” He shook his head, bending back over his books. “No, I don’t want to hear it. Put the silverweed by the window and fetch me the Erylun book from the library.”

Calen closed his mouth and did as he was told. Something was obviously wrong — Serek never let him off that easy — but he wasn’t about to question his good fortune.

The library was a large room down a short hallway from Serek’s workshop. Fredrin, Serek’s predecessor as King’s Mage, had acquired a huge collection of books during his tenure at the castle, which Serek had been overjoyed to discover. He had actually smiled. Serek had a sizable collection of his own, as no doubt all mages did, but Fredrin’s library was truly something extraordinary. There were many books on the shelves that looked interesting, like the one on Crostian death rites or the various texts regarding secret ancient languages, but Serek had forbidden him to touch anything in the library without permission, and then of course refused to grant him permission to look at any of the more appealing titles.

The Erylun book was near the top shelf, which required the use of one of the rolling ladders to reach. Serek consulted this book all the time but refused to reshelve it in a more convenient location that would violate the existing system of organization. Calen reflected bitterly on this as he dragged the enormous thing from its place and began to back his way down the ladder. Why should Serek care where it was shelved? He was never the one who had to get it down.

Calen lugged the book to the workshop and then waited, arms aching, while Serek cleared a space for it on his desk. The Erylun was a compendium of knowledge and research on all sorts of topics, gathered from learned individuals across various lands and times and organized by Mage Erylun, who had been, apparently, quite the learned individual himself. Serek allowed Calen to use the book on occasion for research related to his lessons, and the array of information was astonishing. Huge as it was, Calen suspected that the book held far more text than could physically fit on its actual number of pages. Serek refused to confirm or deny this, which meant there was almost certainly some sort of sorcery involved.

Serek began paging through the book, muttering anxiously to himself. Knowing better than to interrupt, Calen started toward the chair on the far side of the desk — might as well sit down while he waited, since there was no telling how long it would be until Serek decided to acknowledge him again.

Luckily, he heard the low growling in time and stopped a few steps away.

Squinting, Calen was just able to make out Lyrimon’s ample shape against the surface of the chair. The gyrcat wasn’t really invisible, just . . . very hard to see. He was able to blend in with just about anything, and it wasn’t only that he could change his color. He became less substantial, somehow, as if he weren’t quite as real as whatever was behind or under him. So any observer would see the chair, not the cat, until it was too late. Well, almost any observer. Serek could always seem to tell exactly where Lyrimon was. Calen had been surprised by the creature more times than he cared to remember. Lyrimon tended to react nastily to being sat or stepped upon. One especially unpleasant encounter had required more than a few bandages. Serek had refused to heal him magically, citing a need for Calen to “learn to respect the personal space of others.”

Calen backed away from the chair and resigned himself to leaning against a wall instead.

After a while, Serek looked up.

“What have I taught you about divination?” he asked.

“That it’s difficult, dangerous, not always reliable, and that I’ll learn more about it when and if you feel I’m old enough to handle it,” Calen said. “Why?”

Serek’s lips twitched slightly into what might have been a smirk. “I suppose I’ve just decided you’re old enough. Come here.”

As Calen approached the desk, Serek reached into a drawer and brought out a small wooden box. He opened it and withdrew a thick deck of illustrated cards held together with a knotted piece of silk.

“Do you know what these are?”

“Spirit cards,” Calen breathed, leaning closer. He’d never seen an actual set of them before. “They’re used to see the future, and the pictures are from some old wizard who drew them in his sleep or something. And they all represent things that are going to happen, if you know how to read them right.”

Serek looked at him, raising an eyebrow.

“I — I happened to see a description in the Erylun book while I was working on potions last month,” Calen said quickly. “I didn’t even know you had a deck.”

Serek looked at him a moment longer, then shook his head and began shuffling the cards. “Yes. Well, that’s basically correct. The ‘old wizard’ you’re referring to is Syrill, whose name you would know if you were as far along with your potions work as you’ve led me to believe, since he developed many of the elementary potion spells in your assignment.”

Calen winced, but after a brief, meaningful pause, Serek went on. “He drew the illustrations while in a deep trance state, and all modern decks are based on his drawings. The pictures don’t represent specific incidents or events, just general suggestions — they’re intended to be interpreted by the reader, based on their position with regard to the other cards, among other things.”

Serek stopped shuffling and handed the cards to Calen.

“Every so often, I use these to get a sense of things to come. Lately I’ve been trying to see the shape of near-future events for Trelian. Now, as I’ve said, spirit cards — or any form of divination — can be unreliable, because so much rests in the interpretation of the reader. It takes years of regular practice to learn how to read the cards, and even then, it’s possible to misread what the cards are saying. Sometimes, though rarely, experience can even work against you and lead you to distort the meanings. So we’re going to try a little experiment. You’re going to read the cards and tell me what you see.”

Calen blinked, astonished. “But I don’t —”

Serek held up a hand to stop him. “I know you don’t know how to read them. That’s exactly the point. I need a fresh perspective, an interpretation unclouded by prior knowledge or experience. It might not work, but we’re going to try it.”

Calen nodded, anxious but excited. Serek usually made him study something forever before he finally got a chance to try it, and the long hours of reading and discussing often exhausted his attention and led his mind to wander, making him a much poorer student than he knew he could be. And since focus was at the heart of every act of sorcery, it was always difficult to convince Serek that he was ready, even if he couldn’t remember the names and dates and other facts that never seemed nearly as important as the method and practice itself.

Still, jumping right in like this made Calen nervous. How could he do it right if he didn’t know what he was doing?

“All right,” Serek said. “Hold the cards in your hands, and focus your mind on the kingdom. Nothing specific, just the kingdom itself.”

Calen cleared his mind. This part, at least, he knew how to do. Almost every act of magic Serek had ever taught him began this way. Once he felt completely empty of random thoughts, he filled the space he’d created in his mind with the idea of Trelian.

“Good,” said Serek. His voice was soft, unintrusive; Calen was able to hear him without interrupting his focus. “Now shuffle the cards and invite the question of Trelian’s future. Allow yourself to be open to what the future may bring.”

Calen complied. After a moment, Serek took the cards back from him and began to lay some of them out, faceup, one by one. He placed the first three in an arc across the desktop, then the next three in another arc with one single card below them in the center. The next three formed another arc beneath this, and a final, eleventh card went facedown below that.

“All right,” Serek continued. He rose and had Calen sit in his chair. “Maintain your focus, and try to direct it at each card in turn, starting on the top left. For all of them except the two single ones, you need to consider the cards both individually and within each group of three. The single cards should be interpreted on their own. I’ll talk you through it as you go. You must be receptive and allow the meaning of the cards to come to you. Ready?” He waited for Calen’s hesitant nod, then continued. “Now, start with the first group and tell me what you see.”

Calen looked at the first card. It showed water, flowing in what seemed to be a swiftly moving river. It made Calen think of motion, of being swept along in the current. Holding that idea in his mind, he looked to the next card. This one was divided across the center and showed two images, one right-side up and one upside down from his perspective. Both were nearly identical pictures of a young woman looking into a mirror, but the mirror on the top half, which was right-side up, was dim and murky, while the mirror on the lower half was clear and bright. The dark mirror made him feel uneasy.

The third card showed a small girl clutching a rag doll against her chest. Calen frowned. He was sure the card must mean something about children, or pretending, but the girl seemed so serious —

“Don’t force it,” Serek said softly. “Don’t try to figure anything out. Just accept the meaning that comes to you.”

Calen took a breath. “Okay,” he said. “The water means change, or lots of changes, happening soon or maybe already happening now. The dark mirror means the changes are difficult to see, not anything obvious. Hidden. And the girl —” Calen frowned again, then shook his head and continued. “She means importance. Something, or maybe many things, that are important, that really matter. I know that’s probably not right, but that’s what she makes me think of.”

“That’s fine,” said Serek, still speaking in that low, soothing voice. “Keep going. Move on to the next group.”

The next card showed a tiny ship deep in a raging storm. Dark clouds blotted out the sky, and it seemed that any moment the ship would be lost under the violent waves. The meaning there seemed pretty obvious — danger. Calen held on to that and went on.

The picture on the next card was also rather dark and also seemed to give up its meaning easily. It showed a woman weeping into her hands. Somehow the picture suggested that she had just fallen to her knees, that the force of her grief was such that she could no longer stand. Looking at it, feeling the intense sorrow it contained, Calen almost wanted to cry himself.

The third card in the group showed a far cheerier and lighthearted image — two laughing boys winning a three-legged race, their arms raised in joy and victory as they broke through the ribbon marking the finish line. It should have meant happiness, or success, and in a way, it did . . . but the card was upside down, and the victory it showed felt wrong, and threatening. It was someone else’s victory, someone whose success meant exactly the opposite for Trelian.

“These are all about bad things,” Calen said. “Danger, and sorrow, and the victory of someone or something who should never be victorious.” He looked up at Serek, concentration faltering. “What does it mean? Is this the future? Is something terrible going to happen?”

Serek nodded toward the cards. “Keep your focus, Calen. Don’t stop to ask questions. Not of me, and not of yourself.” His voice was still soft, but there was a slight edge to it now, like a warning. Calen swallowed and closed his eyes, trying to regain his clarity of mind. Questions were for later. All he needed to do was receive the information from the cards. And he was receiving information — he could feel it. There was something happening, a connection between the cards and his mind. This was different from following some recipe from a spellbook; this felt . . . real. It was like the way he used to feel, in the beginning, before — he gave his head a little shake. Not now. Focus, he reminded himself sternly. After a moment he felt calm again and opened his eyes to continue.

The next card was the one standing alone below the second arc, and it was death, plain and simple. It showed a grinning skull, white against a black background. Calen almost lost his focus again at this, but managed to keep his mind under control. Somehow the one skull seemed to suggest many, and Calen saw a vast landscape of death and destruction, bleak and terrible in its scope. He tried to force himself to remain objective, but he felt on the verge of trembling as he looked up at Serek. “This is death,” he said quietly. “Death for many, close to home.”

Serek looked back at him calmly. “All right,” he said. “Keep going.”

Right, Calen thought. Right. Keep going. His heart was beating too fast, and suddenly it felt difficult to breathe; his fear and worry at what he saw was threatening to take over, and that, of course, was not going to help anything. For the first time, Calen could see the advantage in the way Serek kept himself like steel, like stone, seemingly always cold and unfeeling and impenetrable. Reading the cards required exactly that kind of emotional distance, and without it he was never going to maintain the necessary concentration. Calen looked back at the cards and tried to make himself cold and hard and strong.

The next three cards formed the lowest arc. The first image was a blacksmith forging a heavy chain. What seemed important was the joining of the links of metal, the combined strength of all of them together. The chain felt solid and good, something to be believed in and trusted. And treasured.

The next card showed a figure entering a dark tunnel. There was a distant light at the end of the tunnel, but Calen could sense that there were also many dark passages that never came out to the light at all. There was no way to tell whether the figure itself was aware of this, but it was clearly entering the tunnel all the same.

The final card of the arc showed beams of light streaming through an open window into a dark room. The room itself felt close and dangerous, except where the light touched it. A heavy curtain obscured part of the window, and a hand was reaching toward it. Calen felt that it was desperately important for the hand to pull the curtain the rest of the way open, but there was no way to tell its intent in the image — it was just as likely that the hand was about to draw the curtain completely across the window, shutting out the light once and for all.

“The chain is about joining forces, or of separate things coming together to make something new and stronger,” he told Serek. “The tunnel is a journey, but I can’t tell whether the important thing is the light at the end or the journey itself. And the window —” He paused, considering the image. “No. The light, the light is what’s important. It means truth, I think.”

Serek nodded, and Calen turned over the final card. It showed a silver coin, spinning on its edge. He waited, expecting more of the meaning to come to him, but finally looked back up at Serek.

“I can’t tell what the coin means,” he said. “Only that it’s about to fall, heads or tails, and either side would mean something drastically different.”

Serek stood silently for a moment, apparently thinking all of this over, and Calen waited, strangely exhausted. And also strangely exhilarated. When he looked at the cards now, they seemed only static images. But during the reading it had been different — they’d been like living things, flush with meaning and power. They’d been . . . almost talking to him. It had been frightening in parts, true — but he wanted to experience that feeling again.

“Well, Calen,” Serek said, finally. His voice had lost its soft cadence and was back to its normal brusqueness. “There’s no doubt you’ve got a talent for this. I saw some of the same things in my earlier readings, but not nearly so completely. Once we’re done with potions, we’ll come back to divination in your studies, beginning at the beginning this time, of course, and start to explore your ability more thoroughly. Well done.”

Calen tried hard not to stare. He did feel he had done well, but Serek hardly ever admitted that anything his apprentice did met, let alone exceeded, his expectations. Calen felt the beginnings of a smile touch his lips. Well done, he thought. Then he realized that Serek had scooped up a few books and started for the door.

Calen twisted around the chair. “But — where are you going? Aren’t you going to tell me what all this means?”

Serek seemed surprised by the question. “No,” he said. “I’m not. If you’re so thirsty for knowledge, get back to work on your potions assignment. I should be back by late evening, and you can show me your progress then.”

“What?” Calen heard his tone edging toward what he knew Serek would consider disrespectful, but he couldn’t help it. “After everything I saw, you’re going to walk out and not give me any idea what it means or what’s going to happen? You just said I saw more in the cards than you did, and now you’re not even going to —”

Serek turned slowly back around, and Calen knew he had gone too far.

“Listen, Apprentice,” Serek snarled. “You would do well to remember who is the master here and who is nothing but a willful boy who yearns to rise above his station but lacks the discipline, drive, and quite possibly the intelligence to ever do so. The meanings of the cards are for me to discuss with King Tormon and Queen Merilyn and are none of your concern. Yes, you might have a talent for divination. Yes, you managed to read the cards this afternoon. But that doesn’t mean you have anything close to the wisdom or maturity to translate those meanings into a useful context, and I am not going to waste my time explaining things to you that you don’t need to know. Certainly not when the kingdom would be far better served by my quick progress to the royal chambers so that men and women of knowledge and power can make the necessary decisions to avert impending disaster.”

After a final contemptuous glare, Serek stalked out and slammed the door behind him.

Calen stared sullenly after him. “That seemed uncalled for,” he muttered. After seeing all those cards about danger and death, it didn’t seem unreasonable for him to want to know what it all meant, did it? Stupid mages and their arrogant tempers. For a moment Serek had actually seemed pleased with him, but Calen should have known that would never last. He sighed angrily and pushed back from the desk. He lacked discipline and drive, did he? And intelligence? Fine. He’d do his stupid potions assignment. He’d do it right now, and let Serek try to find one thing wrong with it, just one —

Calen’s thoughts broke off as his eyes fell across the Erylun book, still sitting open on the desk.

Sitting open, in fact, to a chapter on spirit cards.

Calen sank slowly back into the chair and smiled. Perhaps it was time for a little independent study. Perhaps Serek would discover that his apprentice had a little drive after all.
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STUPID, STUPID, STUPID, STUPID, STUPID!

Meg kicked open the wooden door at the top of the stairs, slamming it back against the wall, not thinking until too late that someone might be on the other side. But that was exactly like her, wasn’t it? Not thinking until too late. Or just not thinking at all.

The doubt had blossomed within her almost as soon as she had turned her back on Calen and started down the hall, growing in intensity and quickly becoming self-directed fury as her stupid words echoed in her incredulous mind. “I’ll share a secret with you,” she repeated angrily under her breath in the singsong voice she usually reserved for mocking her sisters. “I just met you. You’re basically a total stranger. Let me tell you the one thing I shouldn’t be telling anyone, especially not the mage’s apprentice, who could tell the mage, who could and would tell my parents without a second thought.”

She was an intelligent girl, wasn’t she? She always did well at her lessons, held her own at dinner-table discussions of policy and trade, and routinely trounced Maerlie and their father at games of turn-stones. She outwitted Nan Vera on a daily basis, as well as an assortment of castle guardsmen assigned to keep an eye on her. She was smart, she knew she was. Why, then, was she being such a gods-cursed idiot?

Even now, Meg could feel her secret pulling at her, demanding her attention, pulsing and clutching at her like a physical thing. No, she thought. Not like. It was a physical thing. She had to stop pretending otherwise. In the beginning, perhaps, it had only been something she thought about a lot, but there was no denying that it was getting worse. It was there, in her head, in her body, all the time. Real. And she didn’t know what to do.

Maybe that’s why she had said what she did. She just had to tell someone. She couldn’t tell her parents. She couldn’t tell Maerlie, which was hard to acknowledge, because she could always tell Maerlie everything . . . but this was too big, too frightening, and Maerlie would feel obligated to tell their parents. Oh, she wouldn’t want to — she’d hate it, she’d feel terrible — but she’d do what she thought was right. Meg didn’t want to put her sister in that position. Besides, this was supposed to be a happy time for Maer — she was getting married, to a man she actually might like, who was young and handsome and seemed to genuinely care for her — and Meg didn’t want to ruin all of that.

And of course she couldn’t tell her other sisters. Maurel was too young, Mattie was just a baby, and Morgan . . . Morgan was back to help with the wedding preparations, but she wasn’t anyone Meg could talk to about things. Meg had been only eight when Morgan was sent away to be married, and although they’d been close enough before, when Morgan came back to visit she was — different. Changed into a grown-up woman with no interest in children’s games or children’s worries. And so it had always been Maerlie who Meg went to with hurts and joys and questions. And secrets. Until now.

Meg pounded her fist along the stone wall on the last flight of steps, just hard enough to hurt, letting the scratchy pain of contact override the other, less manageable, pain. Nan Vera would scold her for scraping her princessy skin, but no doubt she’d have some salve or cream to apply and make her presentable by dinnertime. One more door, kicked open without thought, and Meg emerged into the noise and bustle of the main hall.

Stewards and serving girls ran about on their errands, trying to make sure everything was in order for the guests. One maid with her arms full of bedding glanced at Meg in passing and actually squeaked in alarm before ducking her head and hurrying on her way. Sighing, Meg made an effort to soften her expression. She’d need to pull herself together before she got back to the royal suites, in any case, unless she wanted to explain what was wrong. Which she did not. Or at least, could not. And of course that was the worst thing of all, really. The secret itself was troubling enough, but to have to keep it secret, to have to be afraid and alone and pretend that everything was perfectly fine . . .

No, she thought, her inner voice a tiny whisper deep inside. The very worst thing was that despite how frightened she was about what was happening and how it made her feel, how strange and different and wrong and scared, sometimes . . . sometimes she liked it.

Sometimes she loved it.

Meg strode a little more quickly through the hall. That didn’t bear thinking about — not now. There wasn’t anything she could do about that. Not without figuring some things out, and she thought she had figured out everything she was going to on her own. She needed help. So she would tell Calen.

She smiled suddenly at the memory of his expression when he’d realized who she was. Maybe that was why she’d spontaneously decided to trust him. He seemed completely without guile, his face unable to disguise anything. Probably not the best person to tell a secret to, in that case, she pointed out to herself. She knew it was ridiculous to simply decide that she could trust him. But somehow it didn’t feel ridiculous. It felt . . . right.

Squaring her shoulders, Meg started up the south staircase.

“And as I have decreed, so let it be accomplished,” she said aloud, repeating the words she’d heard her parents say countless times at hearings and petitioner days.

“Let what be accomplished?”

Maurel bounced up beside her on the stairs. Meg reached over and yanked on the end of one of her sister’s slightly uncoiled braids. “My royal decree that all little sisters should wear bells around their necks so people can always hear them coming.”

“You’re the one who’s always disappearing,” said Maurel. “I think you should wear the bell. Where were you?”

“Oh, you know, the usual . . . having tea with fairies in the garden, shrinking down to mouse size and riding about among the flowers.”

“You never tell me.” Pouting, Maurel stomped several steps in silence before relenting. She could never stay angry for more than a few seconds. Meg envied her that sometimes. “Besides, fairies are stupid. If you’re going to make up stories, it should be pirates and sea monsters or something else good.”

“I’ll remember that for next time. And where were you, dear sister? You realize we’re both late, don’t you?”

“I’m not late,” said Maurel. “I was on an assignment. Nan Vera sent me to look for Mattie’s bear. You’re the only one who’s late. Everyone’s waiting for you.”

Meg grimaced. “Wonderful.” She climbed a little faster. “Did you find the bear?”

“Yes,” Maurel answered proudly, holding the poor tattered thing aloft. “And also the sock she lost last week and Maerlie’s missing hair ribbon. Cook’s cat had the ribbon. It’s a little chewed.”

Meg solemnly examined the ribbon as Maurel displayed it for her. It seemed a lot chewed, in her opinion, but she kept that to herself. “I’m sure Maerlie will still be glad to have it back,” she said. “You’re pretty good at finding things, all right.”

“Yes, I am. And now I’ve found you, too!”

Meg laughed. “Yes, you have. Now let’s hurry so you can get the praise you deserve and so I don’t make Mother and Father any angrier than they already are.”

They ran the rest of the way, Meg only having to pull in her stride a little to let Maurel keep up. Breathless and laughing, they arrived at the sitting room of the royal suites. Father had been speaking, but he stopped as they staggered in. Everyone turned to look.

“Welcome, Meg,” said Father sardonically. “So nice of you to finally join us.”

“I found her,” Maurel announced. “Also I found Mattie’s bear and her sock. And your hair ribbon, Maerlie!” She bounded over to distribute the assortment of items. Grateful for the distraction, Meg slipped onto a couch beside Morgan, who gave her a neutral nod. Maerlie, meanwhile, flashed her a half-hidden smirk from across the room.

“Don’t encourage her, please,” Mother said, catching the exchange. “Really, Meg. Is it so difficult for you to be where you’re expected when you’re expected? This is not the first time we’ve had to wait for you.”

“Especially lately,” added Nan Vera unhelpfully.

With a monumental effort of will, Meg managed not to glare at Nan Vera and instead tried to look appropriately chastened. “I’m sorry, Mother. Sorry, Father. Sorry, everyone. Please, don’t let me interrupt. Father, I believe you were speaking?”

The look her father gave her said plainly that he knew she was trying to avoid giving an explanation for her lateness. She could almost see him teetering on the brink; would he scold her? Demand to know where she had been? Or shake his head and give her one of those grins that used to come so easily to his face when she was small? He was a different person when he smiled. But Meg supposed that most of the business of being a king didn’t call for smiling as much as it did solemnity. Especially — to echo a certain annoying nursemaid — lately.

She was almost sorry when Maerlie came to her aid. It would have been interesting to see which way he would have gone.

“Father was just about to tell us exactly how and when you’re all going to meet my handsome future husband and his family,” Maerlie said brightly, blinking up at him in exaggerated innocence. That did evoke the rueful head shake and the grin, but of course now it was for Maerlie, not for her. Their mother rolled her eyes good-naturedly, Nan Vera frowned at the opportunity for discipline wasted, and the moment of danger was past. No need to make up excuses or feel guilty about lying to her family.

“Yes, well. Now that we’re all finally assembled,” he said, indicating Meg and then, with another smile, Mattie’s bear, “we can go to meet them at once. We did of course offer to postpone dinner until they had more time to rest up from their travels, but King Ryllin and Queen Carlinda did not wish to put off meeting the rest of the family any longer, and so we will proceed as planned. I know I do not need to remind everyone to be pleasant and agreeable or to remain present for the entire evening”— this last with a meaningful glance at both Meg and Maurel —“and — yes, except for you, of course, Nan Vera, when it’s time for Mattie to be put down — and to do everything possible to represent our family in the best possible manner to our future new relations. Maerlie, on the way, please inform your tardy sister about the seating arrangements and other matters we’ve already discussed.”

At that, everyone rose. Meg gave her mother one more quiet apology and received a forgiving hand-squeeze in return. Then the queen walked off with Morgan at her side, speaking of whatever it was such a pair of grown-up women might discuss at times like these. Meg carefully approached Nan Vera and swooped in to give Mattie a quick kiss on the forehead before ducking aside to the relative safety of Maerlie’s protective company. Now that Maerlie was getting married, Nan Vera seemed to think she was suddenly off-limits for scolding. Meg hoped that wasn’t going to mean an extra helping for herself from now on.

“You didn’t miss anything, really,” Maerlie said, lacing her arm through Meg’s and whisking her along into the hallway. “After we spend a few minutes with Ryant and his family, we’ll all proceed to the Great Hall for dinner, which will include a bunch of ambassadors and royal cousins and other interesting and not-so-interesting individuals. We won’t be sitting together; they’re mixing us about to ensure that all the guests end up with someone of royal blood to talk to so no one gets offended. So there won’t be an opportunity until much later for you to report in on what you think of this man I’m about to run off with. Don’t think that lets you off the hook, though. I expect full details of your thoughts and reactions.”

“You’ll have it,” Meg said, laughing. “Have you ever known me to keep my opinion to myself, requested or not?”

“Good point. I needn’t have worried. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must become the proper princess and future daughter-in-law.”

Meg smiled as Maerlie straightened up and visibly assumed her formal persona before entering the candlelit room adjoining the dining hall. But really it wasn’t as silly as Maerlie pretended. Soon she’d forget that the proper princess was just a role, and that’s who she’d become, for real, forever. And then it would be Maerlie giving her neutral nods instead of mischievous, half-hidden grins.

“I’m nervous,” Maurel whispered, coming up beside her. Meg pulled herself out of her melancholy thoughts and gave her sister a quick hug. “Don’t worry,” she said. “They’ll love you. How could they not?”

About to pass through the door, they suddenly found themselves yanked aside by Nan Vera. “Wait, wait, wait!” the woman whispered frantically, first handing the baby to Meg while she pinned Maurel’s braids swiftly back into place and then shifting the baby to Maurel and rubbing, not quite gently, a creamy salve into Meg’s scraped hand.

“Thank you,” Meg said quietly, suddenly touched by Nan Vera’s care about such things.

Nan Vera only nodded impatiently and ushered the girls into the room before her.

The next hour or so was something of a whirlwind — a blur of new faces and names and smiles and bows and curtsies and lots of those careful, expressionless nods that so many adults seemed so fond of. Meg had been prepared to suffer through a somewhat boring evening of royal posturing, punctuated by moments of happiness for Maer and sadness for herself accompanied by a continuous effort to not think about her secret no matter how much it clamored for her attention. But despite her ambivalence about the impending wedding and her dread of all that it threatened to change, Meg found herself swept up in the excitement of the whole thing. Secrets aside, sadness aside, there was something irresistibly enthralling about the cascade of new people. Especially, she had to admit, certain new people.

Especially, in fact, one in particular.

King Ryllin and Queen Carlinda had brought a number of distinguished members of their household along with them to Trelian, and all of them had been seated at the enormous table together. The head and foot of the table were left empty, to represent equality between the two kingdoms, and everyone was seated along the two long sides. Maerlie and Prince Ryant, along with both sets of royal parents, were seated in a group at one end, but as her sister had foretold, everyone else from both households had been mingled together, so that instead of her usual place between her next oldest and next youngest sister, Meg found herself surrounded by new and very interesting dinner companions.

On her left was none other than Serek, which was especially fascinating for two reasons. First, after having just met Calen that afternoon, it was impossible not to take a greater interest in his master, this mysterious new mage who had been rather elusive ever since his arrival at the castle. No one had been able to get much of a sense of him, other than that he seemed very serious and not much inclined to socializing. The second and even more compelling reason, however, was that Serek had quietly intercepted her parents upon their entry to the hall, which surely must mean something significant — that there was something he had to tell them that could not wait. Unfortunately, by the time Meg had edged close enough to hear anything, her father was thanking the mage and asking him to meet them later that evening for further discussion. Serek bowed his head and walked away, and the king and queen hastily recomposed their features into happy, proud parental expressions. But for a moment, they had seemed anything but happy. What had Serek said to them?

After a formal welcome, in which both kings and queens spoke briefly and eloquently of their joy at the impending marriage and hopes for renewed peace between their kingdoms, everyone was led to their seats by a flurry of nervous-looking pages. Serek gave Meg a silent nod of greeting as he sat down beside her, and such was her surprise at suddenly being this close to him, it was all she could do to smile and nod politely in return. Sadly, he didn’t seem interested in making conversation, which made it difficult to keep finding excuses to turn toward him and study him, as she wanted to.

Luckily, that wasn’t true of Meg’s other table companions. On her right was Richton, another of Prince Ryant’s personal guard. She had expected him to be something like Jorn, quiet and mysterious and brusque, but in fact Richton seemed to enjoy talking almost as much as Serek seemed to avoid it. He had all sorts of fascinating tales of travel and danger and adventure, and he told them with such humor and skill that he had enraptured that entire section of the table by the time the soup was served.

The only thing able to distract Meg from Richton’s stories was the young man sitting directly across from her. Wilem was the son of Sen Eva Lichtendor, the senior advisor to the throne of Kragnir. He was also a trusted companion of Prince Ryant, which made him a potentially invaluable source of all kinds of interesting information. He was also incredibly — almost unbearably — handsome . . . even better-looking, in Meg’s opinion, than the prince (who had actually turned out to be as nice-looking in real life as in his portrait). This had the unfortunate side effect of making it rather difficult for Meg to think clearly or come up with appropriately charming and intelligent things to say to him.

Richton was just finishing a particularly exciting account of how he and Jorn had nearly been killed during a pirate attack when Meg heard Maurel speak up from her place on Richton’s right.

“Was that how Jorn got that big scar? From the pirates?”

Meg winced and was about to apologize on her sister’s behalf, but Richton spoke first.

“I am sorry, young princess, but that’s not my tale to tell,” he said, not unkindly. “If you want to know about Jorn’s scar, you’re going to have to ask him yourself. Shall I call him over for you?” He rose partway out of his chair.

“No!” Maurel cried immediately. Her eyes had grown enormous in her small face.

Richton laughed softly and sat back down. “I’m only teasing, little one,” he said, patting her hand gently. “It would take a braver man than me to interrupt Jorn during a meal.”

Everyone laughed at this, and Maurel gave a tentative smile, perhaps not sure of the joke but realizing all the same that Richton was only playing. Meg smiled, too. Richton seemed a happy and good-natured man, and that seemed to indicate good things about Prince Ryant as well. Meg very much wanted to believe that the prince was as perfect as he seemed. Marrying for love was seldom an option in a ruling family, and although Meg knew and accepted this fact in theory, the idea that Maerlie might find actual love within an arranged marriage . . . well, that would be wonderful. Wonderful for Maerlie, and wonderful in that it meant maybe such a thing would be possible for Meg as well.

Meg cradled this thought in her mind as she stole another glance at Wilem, across the table. The son of a royal advisor was not the most likely match for a princess. But they couldn’t all marry princes, probably, and she was going to have to marry someone eventually, once she was older and well . . . ready. And Wilem was so striking, and tall, and strong-looking, and well spoken, and polite, and he chewed with his mouth closed — she’d been checking — and when he smiled, one side of his mouth curved up higher than the other in a way that made her feel sort of sweetly nervous and silly. And then there were his eyes, his beautiful dark eyes, which she suddenly realized were looking right back at her across the table. . . .

Meg blinked and quickly looked away. Stupid, stupid, she thought angrily, reaching for her heavily watered wine to stall until she could think of some reasonable explanation for why she had been staring at him. Her brain refused to cooperate. She risked looking back up and found him still watching her, though not with annoyance or contempt as she had feared. Instead he gave her one of those smiles, which did nothing to help quiet the mad fluttering of her heart within her chest, and held her gaze a moment more before turning to respond to something his mother, seated to his right, had asked him.

Freed from her momentary paralysis, Meg looked away and found Maerlie smirking at her from the far end of the table. Meg shrugged helplessly, and Maerlie shook her head, laughing.

For the rest of the meal, Meg did her best to avoid looking at Wilem as much as possible. This was made easier by two things. One, that Maurel was keeping Wilem occupied with endless boring questions about what it was like living in Kragnir, which Wilem was too polite to do anything other than answer, and two, that Sen Eva, Wilem’s mother, had actually managed to draw Serek into a conversation, and nearly all of Meg’s attention was focused on this rare and informative event.

“It was fortunate that Trelian was able to secure your services so quickly after Mage Fredrin’s passing, Mage Serek,” Sen Eva said as a serving boy replaced her plate with the next course. “Although I’m sure your previous patrons were sorry to lose you.”

“The Magistratum is careful not to reassign a mage without a replacement at hand,” Serek answered. “I believe Mage Arlena arrived within hours of my departure, in fact.”

“Of course.” Sen Eva inclined her head slightly. “I suppose after more than three hundred years, the Magistratum has things well in hand.” She flashed a radiant smile at him, the kind of smile that usually made one feel compelled to smile back. Serek pursed his lips; Meg wondered if that passed for a smile as far as he was concerned.

“I don’t have a great deal of experience in these matters,” Sen Eva went on. “Our mage at Kragnir has been at his post for as long as I can remember, and we have not had many dealings with the Magistratum in recent years. Is it difficult, moving around as often as you have?”

“Difficult, madam?”

“Well, adjusting to a new place, new people . . .”

“A mage’s life is dedicated to his work, wherever he is posted. I am, of course, honored to have been appointed King’s Mage, but I serve King Tormon and Queen Merilyn best by focusing on the work, not the environment.”

Meg was impressed by Sen Eva’s ability to persevere with such poise in the face of Serek’s determined bluntness. Most people probably would have given up, but Sen Eva smiled warmly at him again. “I’m sure this dedication is indeed what led to your appointment, Mage Serek.” She paused, then went on, “May I ask — is an appointment such as this one, an honor like this — is it recorded in your marks? Forgive me, but I’ve never understood the full scope of what a mage’s marks include.”

That was an interesting question. Meg had wondered about the same thing herself. Calen’s face was barely marked, just a few lines and small shapes under his left eye, but Serek had delicate black lines spiraling across both sides of his face, with tiny symbols and dots of color worked into the design at various points.

Serek shook his head. “No.” For the first time, Meg thought she detected the barest touch of emotion in his voice. “No, the marks are given for years of study, fields of expertise, and accomplishments of that nature, Sen Eva. A mage may serve many masters in his lifetime, but it is the work and the study of magic that defines his life and purpose. Those are the things that set him apart from others, and the reason why no mage may go unmarked — what he is capable of, not where he performs his duties.” He gestured at her with his knife. “If political appointments were important enough to be writ in flesh, madam, surely one as accomplished as you would bear some marks herself.”

“I — I see, yes. Thank you, Mage Serek. I had not fully understood. I can see why you feel so strongly about this. I hope I have not offended you with my questions.”

Serek suddenly seemed to realize he was pointing his knife at her. He lowered it and offered the hint of a smile, perhaps in apology. “It is a serious matter, Advisor. And one that all mages feel passionately about. But not one that non-mages are usually called upon to understand. I took no offense.”

He near-smiled again, and Sen Eva smiled back with far more conviction. Maybe she was hoping her example would inspire Serek to do it right next time; apparently no one had ever told him that a smile was supposed to include your eyes as well. But Serek’s eyes never seemed to change, no matter what the rest of his face was doing. They were blue, and bright, but there was no warmth in them that Meg could see. Sometimes you could get a good sense of people through their eyes — Calen’s eyes, for example, had been like open windows showing the slightest change in what he was thinking or feeling, constantly flashing in anger or widening in amazement — but Serek’s eyes gave nothing away. It was as if he were hidden behind a wall, able to see out but revealing nothing of his own thoughts or emotions.

Sen Eva turned away from the table to signal for more wine, and Serek suddenly and deliberately turned to stare back at Meg. She felt herself flush. Caught again, she thought ruefully, but this time she didn’t look away. This was too good a chance to miss.

“How are you settling in at the castle, Mage Serek?” she asked politely. It wasn’t the most dazzling of questions, to be sure, but it was the first acceptable thing that came to her mind. She could hardly ask the sorts of things she really wanted to know. “I hope it’s beginning to feel like home.”

“Thank you for your concern, Your Highness,” he answered formally. “My quarters are quite comfortable and adequate for my needs.”

Well, that was certainly revealing. Before he could turn away, she quickly spoke again. “I’m glad to hear it. Mage Fredrin seemed to like his quarters very much, and I know my parents hoped you would be as happy with them as he was.” He nodded, clearly doing his best to avoid prolonging the conversation. A question, she had to ask a question. She cast around desperately for something to ask. “How, um, how do they compare to your former residence? Where was that, again?”

Clumsy, but it did the job. “My last station was in Eldwinn, Your Highness. I had the pleasure of serving the governor of that province. One of your royal cousins, I believe. My residence in Eldwinn was also quite comfortable, though certainly not so grand as this castle.”

“Ah, yes. I hear Eldwinn is lovely, though I have not yet had the opportunity to visit there myself.” They sat for a moment, looking at each other. He just wasn’t going to give up anything willingly, was he? Finally she added, “And was Calen with you at Eldwinn as well?”

Serek raised his eyebrows at this, and she knew immediately that Calen hadn’t mentioned their meeting this afternoon. Well, of course not. She was being stupid again. He’d been sneaking around just as she had. Certainly he wouldn’t have told his master about it.

“I was not aware you had met my young apprentice, Your Highness.” Now he seemed interested. Meg cursed inwardly. The last thing she wanted was to get Calen in trouble! “I hope he hasn’t been making a nuisance of himself.”

“Not at all,” she said, trying to think. “In fact, I met him only once, by chance, while he was on an errand.” That was true, technically. “He seemed very nice. I mean, polite. Not that we spent much time talking. He was eager to continue on his errand. Not that he said that directly, of course, but I could tell. He wasn’t rude or anything.” This was terrible. “I mean, we just exchanged a few words. He seemed very nice.”

Meg turned away and feigned a deep interest in the remains of her meal. She could feel Serek’s cold eyes staring at her, but he said no more. After a minute she heard Sen Eva ask him a question about his experience with medicinal herbs and, with great relief, felt his focus leave her.

Had she managed to accomplish anything this evening other than embarrassing herself? She hoped Wilem hadn’t overheard any of that conversational disaster. She glanced up at him and found him looking at her again. Her face flooded with heat. Again. How red is my face by now? I wonder. But this time she didn’t look away from him. If she was going to stare at people, she might as well be strong about it. With a mighty effort, she forced herself to smile. He smiled back.

Gods, but he had a nice smile.

At the end of dinner, Maerlie rose and invited everyone out to the royal gardens. It was a warm night, and the gardens were wonderful for walking off the effects of a heavy meal or just enjoying the night air. A few of the young men, who perhaps had had a bit too much wine with dinner, decided to attempt the enormous hedge maze, leading many of the others to speculate that a search party would need to be organized before the night was ended. Most of the remaining guests took to the stone benches nestled among the slender, elegant trees of the main garden or walked around admiring the manicured hedges trimmed in the shapes of various animals.

Meg was looking for Maerlie, to find out what sort of interesting things had happened at her end of the table, when she felt a light touch on her arm. She turned to find Wilem at her side.

“Wh — hello,” she said stupidly, grateful that she was standing far enough away from the lanterns that he probably couldn’t quite see her blushing this time. “I mean, good evening, Wilem. I’m surprised to see you on your own — I thought you’d be eager to rejoin the prince.”

“While I enjoy Prince Ryant’s company enormously, I do get to speak with him often, and there are some here tonight whose company I have not yet been able to enjoy nearly enough.” His voice was low and confident, and Meg felt her pulse racing at the sound of it. She knew she was being silly, but she just couldn’t help it. She couldn’t. Wilem was unbelievably charming, and handsome, and he had that smile, and here he was, talking to her, and not Morgan or Maerlie or the prince or his mother or any of the other important people he could be talking to.

He offered his arm, and she took it, feeling more than a little as though she were dreaming. They began strolling slowly along one of the tree-lined garden paths. For a while neither of them spoke, and the only sound, other than the muted conversations of other guests, was the night breeze rustling through the leaves. Meg looked down, enjoying the sight of their feet walking in step, side by side. For all her earlier staring, she suddenly wasn’t sure what to do with her eyes. She fought the urge to look up at Wilem. Somehow she felt sure he’d be looking right back at her, and without the table between them, the idea of his face so close to hers made her so nervous and excited it was almost frightening.

“So,” he said finally, “Princess Meglynne. What would you be doing at this moment had I not lured you away to walk with me?”

It was so hard to think; half of Meg’s mind was still shouting He’s talking to me! He’s talking to me! in giddy delirium. Meg willed her brain to silence and tried desperately to emulate Maerlie’s calm princess demeanor. “Nothing else quite so pleasant, I imagine,” she said finally. “Wandering the garden, making polite conversation, watching after Maurel to keep her out of trouble . . .”

“Does she require a great deal of watching?”

“Oh yes,” Meg said, laughing. “Please don’t misunderstand — she’s very sweet-natured, and rarely actually intends mischief. Yet somehow even with two or three older sisters keeping an eye on her, not to mention Nan Vera ever close at hand, she almost always manages to get into trouble. Very shortly we will probably hear shouts of alarm and run back to discover that she has set the gardens ablaze or lost the prince in the hedge maze or released four hundred minks among the guest suites.”

Wilem glanced sideways at her. “Are those actual examples of her past exploits?”

Meg shrugged. “Well, only the minks.”

“Four hundred?”

“A visiting merchant brought them to display before my mother. When Maurel discovered they were to be killed for their coats, she stole the key to their cages and released them into the castle. It took weeks to catch the last of them. The merchant was not pleased. Nor were the guests who found angry, frightened minks roaming the halls at night. Or hiding under the bedclothes.”

Wilem shook his head, chuckling.

“I’m not so sure you should be laughing,” Meg said, smiling herself. “There’s always a chance they missed one, you know. You are staying in the guest quarters, aren’t you?”

“I see I shall have to be on my guard. I had no idea Trelian was such a dangerous place.”

Meg sobered at that. “Unfortunately, that seems all too true of late. At least as far as the roads go. When the prince’s party hadn’t arrived by midafternoon, we all began to worry that something had happened.”

“It would take more than bandits and thieves to threaten a royal escort.”

“From what we’ve been hearing, there are more than bandits and thieves. Especially in the Hunterheart. Some of the stories have been quite frightening, and I’m sure there are worse that I’ve not been allowed to hear. You didn’t — you didn’t encounter anything unusual during your travels? Anything — unnatural?”

“Unnatural?” Wilem smiled gently. “I think you may have been listening to a few too many of those stories. It’s true that the roads are no longer safe for the lone traveler, or even small groups, and that roaming bands of thieves and other criminals have been attacking people in the Hunterheart. But although their actions may be described as unnatural, the bandits themselves are as natural as you or me. Any stories you hear of monsters in the forest are just that — stories.”

Meg didn’t say anything. Perhaps worried that he’d offended her, Wilem didn’t pursue the topic further. They walked in silence for a while, but Meg’s mind was anything but quiet. Was this a comfortable silence? Or an awkward silence? How did one tell these things? Should she say something? She should say something. But she couldn’t think of anything to say.

“How do you get along with your sisters?” Wilem asked, saving her from her stupid floundering. “Is it difficult, to be part of such a large family?”

“Are we such a large family? I didn’t think five children was so many, really. But either way, it’s all I’ve known. I don’t think it’s difficult. On the contrary, when anything happens, when I need to talk, or if I’m sad, there’s always someone there for me. Maerlie is the one I talk to most often, but Maurel is always good at lifting my spirits, and of course the baby is such a sweet little thing . . . I feel so lucky to have them.” Am I babbling? I’m babbling. “And you,” she asked, “do you have any siblings?”

“No,” he said, looking away suddenly. “Not anymore.” He paused. “I had a brother, Tymas, but he and my father were killed when I was very young.”

Meg was shocked. “Oh, Wilem. I’m so sorry. I — I never would have asked —”

He shook his head. “It’s all right. You couldn’t have known.”

“I’m so sorry,” she said again. She couldn’t think of what else to say. She’d always thought that children without siblings must be lonely sometimes, but to have a brother, then have him taken away. . . . She couldn’t imagine losing one of her sisters. It would tear her apart.

Wilem stopped walking and turned to face her, touching her hand. She looked up at him, startled.

“Please, don’t be sad, Meglynne. It was a long time ago. And it’s my own fault the conversation led to such a . . . difficult . . . topic.” One corner of his mouth turned up slightly. “I was trying too hard to think of something to say, I suppose. You know, you got so quiet, and I feared you were becoming bored with my company.”

Meg gave a snort of laughter before she could stop herself. “You feared I was getting bored! Me, with my endless babbling about nothing. . . .” She trailed off, embarrassed.

“You underestimate your own charms, I think,” he said quietly after a moment.

Meg’s heart was pounding so hard, she was sure he must hear it. She should say something, it was her turn to speak, but he was looking at her, looking down with those beautiful, sad, dark eyes, and she couldn’t find any words. They stood that way for several seconds, or maybe it was hours — Meg stopped trying to think of what to do or say and just looked at him. Could it be that under his beautiful polished exterior he was just as awkward and nervous as she was? She thought about Maerlie’s “proper princess” role and the roles Meg herself sometimes played depending on where she was or who she was talking to. Was there another Wilem underneath, more real and frightened and imperfect and all the more appealing for all those things?

He smiled at her again, sending new, ridiculous shivers running through her and driving the last of her thoughts out of her head. Meg let herself get lost in that smile. It was a nice kind of lost. She didn’t think about anything else for a long time.
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