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        Long ago, in Ashendar now lost

        The dragons reigned. How steep the cost.

        When men lived in fear of the danger in store

        Thence came the call for the Warriors Four:

        

        Knight of the rose, Sir Gareth the Tall,

        Red of hair, heeding fate’s dire call.

        Andrusia’s son, fierce and bright,

        Gaviedo the Bold, wielding the black lion’s might.

        

        Down from the North came one bearing a shield

        Bjorn One-Hand, a great ax did he wield.

        And last went she, so wise and keen,

        Shahzade Archana, the warrior queen.

        

        A weapon they brought, the Sealing Spear.

        Their journey was long, beset by fear.

        Many trials they faced; they vanquished them all

        And fought side by side so the dragons would fall.

        

        First was the beast, the river’s raging guard.

        With jaws of iron their way was barred.

        With courage they fought, with grace and skill.

        Strong their hearts, and stronger their will.

        

        Onward they ventured, the mire so deep.

        They forged their way through the marshes that weep.

        Needing each other’s strength to survive,

        Through the Dead Forest, they came out alive.

        

        Still on they kept going, the mist as their cloak,

        They reached a lone fortress in a Sea of Smoke.

        And so they continued, their destiny nigh,

        Once they crossed over the Bridge in the Sky.

        

        And so came the Four Heroes with sword and spear,

        To the Fortress of Dragons, their mission now clear.

        The flames sprang to life, the sky torn asunder

        The Spear bound them all in darkness and thunder.

        

        The Heroes returned, triumphant and strong,

        Their story remembered in saga and song.

        Yet still there are whispers among those who are wise,

        That the magic of dragons once again will rise.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          IN WHICH MARIAH FACES SEVERAL OBSTACLES
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      Mariah Miller had made a mistake. And she had exactly two seconds to contemplate just how big a mistake before her back slammed into the ground with a squelch, sending a spray of mud around her and splattering her face. She blinked up at the clear blue sky as she caught her breath.

      Yes, Mariah had made a mistake. She’d set out to win the race and overcome all its obstacles alone, but she’d forgotten that she wasn’t very fast, that she wasn’t very tall, and above all, that she hadn’t a scrap of luck to her name.

      Mariah heard the approach of footsteps through the mud around her and pushed herself up to sitting. She had to keep going if she wanted to stay ahead. She managed to unstick her backside from the muddy ground and get to her feet just as one of the boys in her brothers’ class sped past and launched himself onto the wall of straw that was her current obstacle.

      He was taller than she was, and he scaled the stacked hay bales with ease. She caught the flash of the blue flag tucked into his belt, signifying which team he was on. Soon two more boys joined her at the foot of the wall of hay, and Mariah recognized her brother Seamus. The boy already atop the hay was reaching down to help the others climb up.

      “Okay, Mariah?” Seamus asked even as he was hauled to the top, leaving her staring up at him.

      She ignored him, and presently he disappeared over the top and down the other side with his teammates.

      Mariah gritted her teeth and dug her hands into the hay, trying once again to climb the wall. It wasn’t very high—maybe eight feet—but it was slick with recent rain and lacked any sort of hand- or footholds to help in climbing. It might as well have been a stone keep, like the one that ran around her little town of Raven Marsh, for all that she could climb it.

      Still, she forced both feet up into the hay and climbed a few inches. The hay bale jarred as someone joined her, and the movement caused her to lose her grip and slide down. At least she’d managed to stay on her feet this time.

      “You all right?”

      Mariah turned to see her neighbor Rowan Tyler boosting one of her many friends up onto the hay so she could just reach the top. Rowan was two years older than Mariah and about a head taller, and she had the other girl on top of the hay before Mariah had even opened her mouth to reply.

      Another girl wearing the yellow sash of Rowan’s team appeared, and Rowan helped push her up and over the hay as well. Rowan’s team had just three members, and only the majority had to go over the hay bale and collect the yellow flag at the top to prove they had made it.

      Rowan didn’t have to climb. She could have just gone around.

      Instead, she kept her brown eyes on Mariah, her teeth worrying her bottom lip. “I’ll boost you, if you want,” Rowan said at last.

      Mariah’s cheeks flushed, shame and anger warring inside her. “I’m not on your team.” She swished her own green flag.

      Rowan pursed her lips, as if she wanted to say more, but Mariah didn’t let her. She threw herself once more on the hay bale. When she looked down, Rowan had disappeared around the other side.

      It was just as well. Mariah didn’t need her help. She didn’t need anyone’s help, not for this stupid race.

      This time, she managed to get a better grip on the hay and really dig her feet in. She was almost at the top when the bale trembled again as someone else joined her. Mariah looked over to see Devon Baker being boosted by his own teammates, and she redoubled her efforts. But her feet scrabbled for too long, and Devon made it to the top. He peered down at her, grinning.

      “Muddy Mariah Miller.” He laughed. “What happened to your team? Oh, that’s right!” He snapped his fingers as his teammates joined him on top of the hay wall. “No one wants to be on your team. You should just give up now. There’s no way you can win.”

      Mariah glared at him and made one last desperate grab for the top. She found a handhold and dragged herself up. Finally.

      She panted for a few moments before looking up at Devon. A triumphant retort died on her lips when she saw what he held in his hands. He had his own team’s red flag in one hand, and in the other, he held her green one.

      “Give me that!” Mariah yelled, lurching toward him.

      He darted out of her grasp and over the side of the hay wall, taking her flag with him. Mariah yelled at him and gave chase, not caring how she got down as long as she caught him. She jumped, landing in the soft mud and sinking all the way up to her waist. Devon backed away from the hay wall beside her as she struggled to pull herself out.

      “See you at the finish line,” he crowed, smirking at her before darting off after his friends.

      Mariah yowled in frustration, clawing at the mud and trying to get free. She heard the approach of more racers, and presently both the white and brown teams were past her and approaching the final obstacle.

      Mariah gritted her teeth, pulling up to her feet at last. Her legs felt wobbly, and she staggered a little, but rage drove her on. She wouldn’t win, she knew that now—the other teams were too far ahead—but she might be able to catch Devon and shove his face into the mud.

      She ran to the last obstacle—the bridge—gaining a little ground on the team carrying the black flag. It wasn’t really a bridge, more of a series of narrow beams suspended above the muddy ground. The challenge was to make it across without losing your balance. If you fell, you had to start back at the beginning of the bridge.

      Mariah knew she would be good at this. She’d spent enough time honing her balance by running back and forth along the mill’s roof doing repairs over the winter. But her legs were tired, and she was in a hurry, and her foot slipped, causing her to go crashing into the mud.

      She tried again, back at the beginning, moving more slowly and carefully this time. But her shoes were so slick with mud, and the beams were so slippery with everyone else having crossed before her, that she had to crawl on her hands and feet. She made it to the far side just as cheers erupted as the last team—besides her—crossed the finish line. Mariah didn’t bother catching herself as she slid off the end of the beam, landing on hands and knees in the mud once again.

      Her vision blurred, and she pounded the ground, sending fresh sprays of mud into her face. Good. That would explain why her eyes would be red and watery.

      She thought about slinking away, not even crossing the finish line. No one was watching her now. She could do it. But she knew Simon was waiting for her. Maybe Peter, too, though Mariah wasn’t sure he could leave his work to come and watch.

      Pushing herself to her feet for the last time, Mariah trudged the last few yards to the finish line and the cheers of the racers and the onlookers. No one paid her any attention as she crossed the torn ribbon that had marked the end of the race.

      She glanced around first for Devon Baker, still with half a mind to give him a face full of mud. But she didn’t see him. He must have known what was good for him and disappeared. That was something, at least.

      Instead, Mariah made her way over to a red-haired boy who stood alone on the edge of the crowd.

      “Wow,” her brother Simon said when she drew up beside him. “The point of the race is to be the fastest, not the muddiest.”

      Mariah’s cheeks heated again as his words pricked her like needles, and she ground her teeth. She managed to keep herself from snapping at him. His judgement didn’t count—he hadn’t even run at all. At least she’d tried.

      And failed.

      Miserably.

      She scrubbed at her face, spreading fresh mud from her hands all over what was already there. “Seamus’s team won?” she asked, pretending she cared.

      “No, Rowan got ahead of him at the last second. That girl can run.”

      Mariah looked over at the older girl as she laughed and talked with her teammates. Yes, Rowan could run. And climb and balance and dance. And she was good at school. And everyone liked her.

      As Mariah watched, Rowan’s eyes found her, and she offered a little smile. Then one of the other girls whispered something in her ear, and Rowan laughed.

      Mariah flushed, turning away. “Can we go now?” she asked Simon.
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        * * *

      

      It took a lot longer than Mariah would have liked to gather their small party and head home. Everyone wanted to congratulate Rowan, and Simon and Seamus refused to leave without her. Little Ivy Tyler bounced around them, soaking up all of her sister’s praise. Ivy was too young to run the big race, but she had informed Mariah several times that her team had come in third in the little kids’ race.

      Mariah tried to share her excitement, but she was tired of the whole business. It was the last day of school, and she was well and truly done.

      After what seemed like hours, Rowan finally said goodbye to her friends and joined the four of them on the long walk through town to their own homes outside the western wall. Mariah had managed to scrub her face and arms in one of the wells at the edge of town, but the mud was hopelessly caked on her clothes, cooling and solidifying and making it hard for her to walk.

      “What a fun day!” Rowan exclaimed, falling into step beside her. “The race was a little different than the last time I ran it. I like how they made it like we were actually going through the Trials of the Sealing War. How exciting!”

      Mariah didn’t reply. She was fairly certain that the legendary trials had been a bit more exciting than a hay bale and a glorified balance beam.

      “The swimming was new. Really fun too. You were so fast! Like a fish!”

      Mariah snorted, annoyed because it was true. She had blown past the competition in the water, which allowed her to get to the hay wall first. And then everything had fallen apart.

      Rowan continued. “If you’d have been on our team, we would have won by a landslide.”

      Mariah’s cheeks heated, and she clenched her jaw to keep from snapping that she’d tried to join a team but that interfering old teacher had gotten in her way.

      Throughout the whole year, she had planned to run the race with Simon and Seamus. They had been swimming and climbing together forever, and Mariah knew they would win. But the head teacher had made a new rule that siblings couldn’t be on the same team. She had said it fostered independence, especially for the twins, who did everything together. And that was all well and good, but it had left Mariah without a team.

      Of course, Rowan had invited Mariah to be on her team. But one look at the dubious faces of the older girls had made Mariah’s blood boil.

      What did she need a team for, anyway? She would show that head teacher. She would show them all.

      Except she hadn’t, and her anger cooled into shame. She’d proved herself useless, like always.

      “Mariah?”

      Rowan’s question pulled her out of her thoughts, and she realized she’d drifted while the other girl was still speaking.

      “What?” she asked.

      “I asked you if you were going to the festival,” Rowan said. “Me and my friends are going on opening day. You should come with us! We’ll get there early for the very first cinnamon buns! And then we’ll visit the shops. There’s always so many beautiful things there. I’ve been saving my allowance. So, will you come with us?”

      Mariah looked sidelong at Rowan, but the other girl wasn’t looking at her. She was already talking more about all the things she and her friends planned to do this summer. They didn’t sound like the things Mariah liked to do, and she wasn’t sure she could make herself fit into Rowan’s little group of friends.

      “Bash and I are going to the festival,” she said. “We always go together.”

      Rowan glanced at her. “Oh, do you? Well, that will be fun! But you can still go with us, can’t you?”

      Mariah flushed with irritation this time. Why couldn’t Rowan just leave her well alone?

      “No. I have to help at the mill.”

      Rowan’s face fell, and Mariah said, “But thanks for the offer.”

      Rowan’s white teeth flashed when she smiled. “Any time.”

      Mariah’s gut soured at the words. Rowan didn’t mean it. She was just being nice, like she was to everyone. Mariah didn’t need her pity invites. She had better things to do with her summer.
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      Mariah tried to rally herself and be excited for the summer. It was a little easier when they finally passed through the small western gate and she saw the river winding through the field and around the old mill. She breathed in the familiar scent of the burbling water and the summer grass as her eyes found the welcoming silhouette of her father’s house.

      Mariah, Simon, and Seamus said goodbye to the Tyler girls as they neared their separate homes. Rowan renewed her invitation for Mariah to join her and her friends at the festival, to which Mariah replied that she would think about it. Of course, she had no intention of doing so, but she found it easier to agree than to argue with Rowan.

      As they walked toward their own home and the mill, Mariah smiled, hearing the creak of the great waterwheel turning and creating little waterfalls in the river. It hadn’t been that long since she’d wondered if she’d never hear that sound again. The drought and then the damage from the fire last autumn had nearly destroyed the mill completely, but Mariah and her family had been working hard to repair it.

      “This place has good bones,” her father had said, and the mill had been going strong for months now.

      That was the type of work Mariah didn’t mind. It made her feel useful, and it gave her the chance to spend time with her brothers.

      

      The warm scent of herbs and fresh bread wafted from the house, and Mariah wasn’t surprised to find her brother Kit in the kitchen when they entered. He nodded at them before turning back to chopping vegetables.

      “Boys, set the table please,” he said, and Simon and Seamus headed into the dining room. “Do you want to help me?” Kit asked Mariah.

      She didn’t really, but it looked like he’d done most of the work already, so she nodded and came to stand beside him. As she washed the mud from her arms and hands, Mariah contemplated her second-eldest brother out of the corner of her eye.

      Of her six brothers, Kit was the only one that actually looked like Mariah. Bash, Peter, the twins, and even Marcus all took after their mother: tall and slender, with golden-red hair and green eyes. Kit and Mariah were the only ones to favor their father instead, with darker, ashy brown hair and slate-blue eyes. And though Mariah still clung to the hope that she would grow into a tall and slender frame like Bash’s, she was more and more certain that she would end up sharing her father’s and Kit’s shorter, stockier stature.

      “How was the race today?” Kit asked.

      “Terrible.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?” He paused chopping carrots to look at her.

      Mariah shook her head, and he nodded before turning back to his work. Mariah picked up a smaller knife and began to chop the green onion shoots he’d set out on the counter. “Where’s Bash?”

      Kit didn’t answer right away, and Mariah watched his jaw tighten just a little. After a moment, he shrugged. “In town.”

      “Doing what?”

      Kit shrugged again. “I don’t know. He’s always in town.”

      “Maybe because he knows you hate going into town and he’s doing you a favor.” Mariah huffed, feeling she should defend her eldest brother.

      “Maybe.”

      Since neither of them wanted to talk, they continued to cook in silence. Mariah knew Bash would be home soon, and she was eager to talk to him about the upcoming festival. That would help her forget the complete disaster at the race.

      

      When the front door finally opened, Mariah dropped the plate of bread she was carrying onto the dining room table and dashed to meet the newcomer. Of course it was Bash, and she smiled as she caught sight of his golden-red hair framing his slightly freckled face. His green eyes sparkled as he smiled back at her.

      Mariah was about to throw herself into his arms, but she stopped short when she noticed another person following Bash into the house. Mariah stared at the stranger, faintly aware of her other brothers crowding up behind her.

      Bash’s guest was a girl. She wasn’t very tall, and Bash towered over her as he smiled at her. The girl had large blue eyes, not slate blue like Kit’s or Mariah’s, but a soft cornflower blue. Her hair was blond and curly, and it was so long Mariah wondered how much time it took to comb through it each day. She wore a very fine pink dress. Mariah narrowed her eyes. She’d seen this girl before somewhere, she was certain.

      As Mariah was assessing the girl, Bash was doing the same to the four of them, and Mariah saw his eyes widen a little before he looked questioningly at Kit. Mariah couldn’t see Kit’s reaction, but he said nothing. Bash’s smile faltered slightly.

      “Um.” He scrubbed the back of his neck. “Are we too late for dinner?”

      “Of course not!” Their father’s deep voice boomed out behind them, and presently he was there, too, easily navigating through them and clapping Bash on the shoulder. “And who is this?” he asked, indicating the girl, and Mariah caught an extra twinkle in his eye as he looked at her. She barely resisted the impulse to roll her eyes.

      “This is Celeste,” Bash said.

      Celeste smiled, revealing two rows of perfect white teeth, and curtsied.

      She actually curtsied.

      “Celeste,” Bash said as if that were normal, “this is my father, and my brothers, Kit, Simon, and Seamus. And this is my sister, Mariah.”

      Celeste smiled at each of them. “Pleased to meet you.” When her eyes came to Mariah, she said, “We’ve met before.”

      Mariah blinked at her. “We have?”

      “Yes, of course!” Celeste said. “When you came to the castle to see the princess.” Her smile faltered. “Don’t you remember?”

      “Oh.”

      Mariah did remember. The first time she had visited Princess Arielle in the Library—which was decidedly not a castle—there had been a swarm of ladies there. Laughing, chattering glamorous ladies wearing impossibly beautiful dresses. And there had sat Mariah in her plain school clothes with her messy hair and her boring existence. She’d barely said a word, and she hadn’t wanted to go back at all. But she had. Once. And mercifully, the second time the princess had met with her alone.

      So Celeste was one of those ladies. But that didn’t explain what she was doing here. Or why her father was ushering the girl inside to the dining room table.

      “Come on,” Kit said in her ear. “Let’s finish setting the table.”

      

      Mariah’s father took his usual place at the head of the table. Mariah normally sat on his right between him and Bash, but tonight he offered that seat—her seat—to Celeste instead. Mariah swallowed her annoyance and went to sit on Bash’s other side, but Seamus got there first. That left Mariah to plonk down between Simon and Kit on the other side of the table.

      It was all wrong.

      The carrots tasted sour as Mariah picked at them. Simon and Seamus kept stealing glances at Celeste and then making faces at each other. Kit held his fork but never ate, seeming lost in his own thoughts. Their father exchanged a few words with Bash about the day’s business, but mostly they ate in a silence broken only by the sound of forks scraping against plates.

      “So,” her father said at last, “how are you all settling in up at the Library, Lady Celeste?”

      Mariah rolled her eyes. It had been over six months since the princess arrived, and her entourage had trickled in soon after. How long does it take someone to settle?

      “Just Celeste, please,” the girl in question said. “And we are doing the best we can. Brother Thaddeus and the Librarians are very hospitable, but then again, they don’t know much about a lady’s needs, much less a princess’s.”

      Mariah ground her teeth. If the princess wanted all the comforts of a royal palace, she wouldn’t have moved to a dusty old Library in Raven Marsh. And, she thought even more indignantly, Librarians served everyone by taking care of the preservation of knowledge. They didn’t exist to wait on silly ladies in fine dresses.

      But instead of pointing out the error in her thinking, Mariah’s father agreed with Celeste.

      “It is a very difficult transition,” he said. “I must have been about your age when I left my home and everyone I knew behind.”

      “Do you miss your family terribly?” Celeste asked.

      “Sometimes. I have six older brothers back in Skjeilund, and I do wonder what’s become of them. But I have more here than I ever dreamed of there.” His gaze traveled fondly around the table as he spoke.

      Celeste smiled her perfect smile again. “Yes. I see what you mean. Now that I’ve met Sebastian, everything is easier.”

      Mariah nearly spat out the water she’d been sipping. She couldn’t suppress the coughing fit that followed, despite all the heads turning in her direction. Nobody called him Sebastian. He was always Bash. And yet, no one corrected her.

      “How did the race go today?” Bash—not Sebastian—asked when Mariah stopped coughing.

      Dead silence answered him, lasting longer than it should.

      Finally, Seamus said, “Rowan Tyler’s team won.”

      “I’m not surprised. That girl is a natural athlete,” their father said.

      “Weren’t you on her team, Mariah?” Bash asked.

      Mariah flushed, and she shook her head.

      “Mariah wasn’t on anyone’s team,” Seamus said oh-so-helpfully.

      “You didn’t run?” Celeste asked.

      Mariah looked up at her. “No, I did it by myself. And I lost.”

      Another long beat of silence followed.

      “Did Rowan not ask you to be on her team?” Bash asked.

      “No, she did. I said no. I wanted to run by myself.”

      “Why?” Celeste asked.

      If Mariah could have bored holes into the older girl with her eyes, she would have.

      “I mean, if you had the chance to be on a team, especially a good one, why run it by yourself? You had to know you wouldn’t win.”

      “Kit won when he ran it by himself, and he was only twelve,” Mariah shot back.

      Bash smiled at his brother. “That’s right. I’d forgotten that.”

      Kit didn’t smile back, and he didn’t say anything.

      Celeste frowned, managing to make even that expression look pretty. “I thought the point of these country races was to represent the Trials that ended the Sealing War. Tackling obstacles as a team rather than alone. The royal guards do something similar every few years. It’s quite the spectacle. What they do is…” Celeste trailed off, finally seeming to notice the six pairs of eyes staring at her. Her cheeks reddened. “Well, it sounds like it was a good effort all around.”

      Mariah gripped her fork so hard it nearly snapped in half. Normally, a chance to discuss the Sealing War—one of her favorite stories—would have had Mariah up from the table and acting it out. But now she was still stuck on the way Celeste had said “country races” like she was talking about a picture colored by five-year-olds. And what did Celeste know about trials of any sort? As far as Mariah knew, all she did was sit up in that Library all day chatting with the other fancy ladies.

      The silence stretched until her father broke it again.

      “Lady Celeste, if you want to really get to know Raven Marsh, you should go to the festival. It goes on for nearly two weeks and is really something to see.”

      Mariah couldn’t imagine Princess Arielle and all her fine ladies turning up at the village festival, their beautiful dresses dragging through the dusty streets.

      But Celeste only smiled and nodded. “Yes, I can’t wait!” She turned her radiant smile on Bash. “Sebastian invited me to come along on Saturday.”

      Mariah dropped her fork with a clatter. She looked up at Bash. “Saturday?”

      Bash nodded. “That’s when we always go. We can all go together.”

      “That’s right!” Celeste cried, clapping her hands. “It will be so wonderful! It will give us a chance to get to know one another. Doesn’t that sound great, Mariah?”
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          WHICH INVOLVES FESTIVALS, SNAKES, & BROKEN GLASS
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      Mariah pulled up a blade of grass, finding the little groove in the middle and tearing it in two with her fingers. She was late, and she knew it, but she couldn’t make herself get up from the shade of the oak tree. The river trickled by, burbling almost as if it were trying to send her a message.

      You’re just wasting time. You’re making him wait for you.

      Mariah pulled up another blade of grass. She could see Bash in the distance. He sat on the porch, cast in shadows by the morning sun. He probably couldn’t see her beneath the boughs of the little grove. Otherwise he’d come over to meet her.

      She had intended to spend her summer glued to him, but instead she’d spent the first few days avoiding him. She’d thrown herself into the laundry with Rowan and Ivy. Bash was in town a lot, too, so it hadn’t been hard to miss him.

      But today was different. It was Saturday. The day they always went to the festival. The day she’d looked forward to for months. And yet, here she was, lingering alone in the grove of trees.

      

      “Daydreaming again?”

      Mariah’s head jerked up at the voice. She hadn’t heard anyone come up behind her, yet when she turned, she wasn’t surprised to see Kit a few feet away watching her. “A little.”

      “Bash is waiting for you, but you know that.”

      Mariah nodded, getting to her feet and brushing the grass from her dress. She sighed. She shouldn’t have worn white, not when she’d spent most of the morning in the dirt and grass.

      Then again, who was Mariah trying to impress? What did she care if she showed up to the festival covered in dirt? That was what everyone expected, so what was the point of trying something different?

      She turned back to her brother. “What will you do today?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve always got work to do. Maybe I’ll go see Peter later, if I can.”

      Mariah had an idea. “You could come with us,” she said.

      Bash listened to Kit, and maybe he would remind their brother what today was supposed to be.

      “I don’t like the festival,” he said, shaking his head. “Too many people. Besides, this is your thing. You and Bash.”

      Mariah ground her teeth. “Then why did Bash invite Celeste to come with us?”

      “Ah.” Kit sighed. “So that’s why you’re hiding here.”

      “I am not hiding!”

      Kit folded his arms and looked at her with his usual even stare.

      “Just because I’d rather be stuck in the Empty Lands than go to the festival with Celeste doesn’t mean I’m hiding.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do.”

      Kit turned away from her and looked back toward the house, where Bash waited. “Have you told Bash you’re upset?”

      “No.”

      “He can’t read your mind.”

      Mariah felt her cheeks heat. That was part of the trouble, wasn’t it? Bash had been able to read her mind, and now he acted like he was a stranger. And she used to be able to tell him everything, but now? What if she told him she didn’t like Celeste? Would he even listen? Would he never want to speak to her again?

      “I have to go,” she said to Kit, getting up and brushing the dirt from her dress.

      “Try to have fun,” he called after her as she made her way toward Bash.
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        * * *

      

      Bash’s face lit up when he saw her, and Mariah tentatively smiled back, hoping that maybe Kit was right and she could find a way to have fun at the festival.

      Bash said nothing about Mariah making him wait, and neither did Celeste when they met her at the West Gate. Mariah supposed that was nice of her, but secretly she had been hoping the delay would frustrate Celeste and make her go on without them. But luck was never on Mariah’s side.

      Celeste smiled at Bash, and Mariah wrinkled her nose when Bash kissed her—kissed her!—on the cheek. Mariah tried to wipe the scowl from her face when Celeste turned her perfect blue eyes on her.

      “And how are you today, Mariah?” she asked.

      Like she was speaking to a five-year-old. Or a dog. Mariah bit back an angry retort, determined to prove Kit wrong.

      “I’m fine,” she said, and the expectation on Bash’s face made her add a “How are you?”

      Celeste beamed as if that was the most brilliant thing anyone had ever said, and Mariah suppressed an eye roll.

      “I am very well, thank you!” Celeste said. “It’s quite busy up at the castle, what with the princess’s guest arriving soon. But Princess Arielle said it was fine for me to take the day off and go to the festival. She’s very gracious like that. Not that I’d have much to do with preparing for⁠—”

      Mariah cut through Celeste’s ramblings. “The princess has a guest arriving?”

      Celeste nodded, unfazed by the interruption. “Oh, yes. I thought you knew? The princess is quite fond of you, you know. But then again, you haven’t been up to the castle recently. Why is that? I suppose you’ve been busy with school⁠—”

      Mariah interrupted again. “So who is this guest?” What was wrong with this girl? How was anyone supposed to have an intelligent conversation with her if every question resulted in a stream of useless information?

      “Oh, was I rambling?” Celeste asked, and Mariah resisted the urge to nod vigorously. “I do that sometimes. The princess says… Well, you don’t really need to know that, do you?”

      Get to the point, Mariah thought.

      Celeste went on. “I think the guest is some sort of diplomat. Someone from Carthasia.”

      Mariah’s heart sped up in excitement. “Sir Kullervo?” She hadn’t seen the old knight in months. And if he was here, that meant her friend Jamie would be here too.

      But Celeste dashed her hopes with a frown. “No. He tends to show up unannounced. This guest is someone important.”

      Mariah halted in her tracks. Celeste prattled on, like she hadn’t just insulted the greatest knight in the realm and a real live hero. And clearly Celeste didn’t know anything about him if she thought he wasn’t important to Princess Arielle.

      Mariah looked at Bash, who had remained silent throughout their walk toward the town center. He wasn’t going to say anything? Sir Kullervo had saved his life, saved their father’s life. Saved her life.

      Bash finally noticed she wasn’t following them, and he turned to look at her. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Nothing.” Mariah balled her hands into fists, clenched her teeth, and pushed past him.

      At least they’d finally made it to the festival.

      

      Mariah normally loved the summer festival. The lower town square was filled with performers, and she loved watching the acrobats, musicians, storytellers, and artists. The square also had a few stalls set up that filled the air with strange and delicious scents. Normally, Mariah and Bash would split a giant cinnamon roll and then spend several hours watching the various performers. They might spend an hour wandering the market stalls that wound up the road, but neither of them were much for shopping.

      When Mariah entered the lower square, she couldn’t help smiling at the colored banners running from building to building and creating a rainbow canopy above them. She inhaled the scents, picking out the mouthwatering cinnamon among the feast of smells. Her feet took her in that direction out of habit, but she paused when one of the performers caught her attention.

      He was a young man, about Bash’s age if Mariah had to guess. A crowd had gathered around him, watching intently as he juggled three torches.

      A firedancer.

      Mariah shook her head. For a second, the man had reminded her of Jamie. Now, he would make a great firedancer, Mariah thought. That is, if he could still do magic. The sight of the swirling flames made her miss her friend, and she thought back to the last letter he’d sent. The letters had been few and far between, and she had no way to write back since he and Sir Kullervo were always on the move. His last letter had come about a month ago, and he’d made no mention of when he thought he could visit. Thinking about Jamie always brought back that longing for adventure, the desire for life outside of dull, ordinary Raven Marsh. Away from the snooty townspeople, away from her currently infuriating family. Away from Celeste.

      Mariah sighed. Jamie wasn’t here, and she was stuck in her ordinary life. Still, at least the summer festival made life more interesting, if only just for today.

      “Mariah!”

      She whipped around to find Bash in the crowd. His height and brilliant hair made him easy to spot on the edge of the square. He waved her over toward the market, where Celeste was already examining the wares in the first stall.

      Mariah frowned. The market already?

      With a final glance, Mariah turned away from the firedancer, away from the smell of cinnamon, and followed her brother.

      

      The festival market was filled with vendors selling just about anything you could think of, from clothing and jewelry to tools and furniture. There were even a few who sold weapons, not that anyone in Raven Marsh was likely to buy such things, even if they could afford them.

      Celeste seemed fascinated by all of it. Mariah watched her flit from stall to stall, handling everything on display, chatting with the vendors, and ultimately buying nothing. Bash was happy to listen to her endless prattle, leaving Mariah to trail after them. Every time Celeste turned to draw her attention to something, it annoyed her. Mariah didn’t have any interest in trinkets and fancy jewels. What would she do with such things?

      “Oh, this dress!” Celeste practically squealed, pulling Mariah closer to her. She held up a deep-blue gown trimmed with silver lace, moving it in front of Mariah while appraising her. “Yes, this is perfect! The color brings out the blue in your eyes. And if we just got the hair out of your face, you would look absolutely stunning, wouldn’t she, Sebastian?”

      Mariah flushed with indignation, shooting Bash a glare and daring him to answer. Or possibly daring him to correct her and tell her to call him “Bash” like everyone else. He did neither. Celeste must have mistaken her silence for embarrassment, because she kept talking.

      “You could be rather pretty, you know. A dress like this would be perfect for one of the princess’s ladies-in-waiting.”

      Mariah’s glower turned into a confused frown. “But I’m not a lady-in-waiting.”

      “Well, you certainly could be. I know the princess would love that if you were to agree.”

      Mariah gaped. Her? A lady?

      “Why would I want to be a princess’s lady? Sitting around all day doing nothing except wearing fancy clothes and gossiping? No, thank you.”

      Celeste’s smile vanished, and she returned the dress to the vendor. Too late, Mariah realized the insult laced in her words, and she couldn’t help feeling a bit guilty.

      “I… um… I didn’t mean to say that. Well, I did, but… I didn’t mean that you…” She stammered, not quite able to form the apology.

      “Oh, that’s all right,” Celeste said, her smile a little faded. “Besides, you’re still too young, aren’t you? Plenty of time to decide what you want to do with your life. Oh look, there’s Sebastian getting away from us! We should catch up to him.”

      Mariah followed, guilt and anger still waging war inside her.

      

      Mariah had lost all interest in the festival. She didn’t want to talk to Celeste. She didn’t want to talk to Bash. Maybe she could go back to the square by herself. She’d just made up her mind to tell Bash that was what she was doing when a strange stall caught her attention. This one didn’t have rows of clothes, piles of goods, or anything like the others. Instead, this stall was very large and filled with cages.

      Cages that were occupied.

      Curious, Mariah drew near, abandoning Bash and Celeste on the other side of the crowded street. As she approached, an old man appeared from behind a stack of cages.

      “Well, hello there,” he said to her. “I’m Nye, and these are my good friends.” He waved at the cages. “See anything you like?”

      Mariah peered into the cages. There were several birds she’d never seen before, a turtle, and an uncomfortably large spider with hairy legs.

      “I know!” Nye said, and he bent down behind his counter. Mariah heard him rummaging around, and presently he appeared again.

      Mariah stared at the little creature in his hands. Its long body reminded her of a snake, but it had four legs and was covered in black and white fur. Mariah looked up at Nye.

      “Can I touch it?”

      In reply, he handed the little animal to her. It sniffed her face, wet nose tickling her skin, and she smiled.

      “What is it?” she asked. “A weasel?”

      “Sort of. Stanley is a ferret.”

      Mariah stared into its black eyes, which were surrounded by a mask of black fur, like he was in disguise.
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