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Chapter 1


          

          
            Interlude: Court

          

        

      

    

    
      There are times in a man’s life when he must look back down the path he has taken and recall each crossroad where a simple, seemingly inconsequential choice led him to his present circumstance. The man in question was me, and the circumstance was, of course, my trial for murder.

      It wasn’t going well.

      I had lost the thread of the tediously droning arguments that had taken both the morning and the better part of the afternoon. A pair of dour-faced solicitors in gray robes strode back and forth across the floor, regaling the judge with a list of my imagined virtues and understated flaws. I was finding it harder and harder to tell the difference. Nor could I distinguish which of the two men at the podium was meant to be arguing my case. Whoever he was, I certainly hadn’t made things easy for him.

      The evidence was as straightforward as it was damning. On the night Duke Edvar Dashski had wound up with a knife in his back, I had been found hiding in a closet in Lyekeep, the small castle where I had grown up and which had become his holding. Happenstance such as that was not all too rare in my life, though from the way people were acting, you’d think no one in this court had heard of a coincidence before.

      Not that it mattered, but I was innocent—if only because delays on the road to revenge had let someone else get there first. I considered saying as much, just in case there was anyone in the courtroom who had not yet made up their mind. I feared they all had. Though a verdict had not yet been reached, the gallows had been mentioned more than once, which was more than I liked.

      I tried to catch the judge’s attention. Perhaps I would see something in her gaze to lend me a small measure of hope. But behind a pair of owlish spectacles, her eyes were inscrutable. I could read nothing there but professional, detached interest. She played very well the part of an elderly judge. Perhaps I was the only one in this courtroom who knew she was not what she seemed.

      Even with her red hair tucked beneath a powdered wig and her face concealed by layers of heavy cosmetics, my childhood friend Bruni was so clearly herself that I wondered how no one else could see it. Her movements were too quick, her smile too bright, to belong to an old woman. It was sloppy work, the kind that would have earned her a reprimand during our shared training in the art of subterfuge. It galled me how I had once prided myself on my careful effort, thinking it was artistry to fool the unsuspecting when the less flattering truth was that no one ever cared to look that closely.

      Worse yet, I was beginning to think she wasn’t here to save me.

      I had been hopeful when I walked into the courtroom and saw Bruni. That hope had dwindled as the long hours of the trial progressed with no intervention. It seemed increasingly likely that I might die here.

      I hung my head, resigned to whatever fate the jury deigned to offer me. But my self-pity was interrupted by a loud thud and the sound of smashing glass. Both those noises were swiftly accompanied by screams, a crescendo that began in some distant room and made its way to the windowless court. People began muttering, casting uneasy glances toward the door.

      I decided I was not quite so resigned to my fate as I’d imagined. My heart beat faster, a testament to hope. Perhaps in the chaos I could slip my bonds.

      I surreptitiously reached inside the cuff of my shirt, rooting around for a pin I had squirreled away some days ago. My tools had been confiscated after my arrest, of course, but I never liked to be empty-handed. Or empty-sleeved, as it were.

      It was hard to focus as the screams grew louder and closer. One member of the jury stood so fast his chair upended. He stumbled back, nearly tripping on it, and pressed himself against the far wall. “I know that sound,” he said.

      “We all do, Hester,” someone snapped in response. “Hush up, or they’ll hear you.”

      “We have to run! Are there any outside the back door?” Voices rose in confusion, drowning each other out. Someone bolted for the front, and like the first pebble of an avalanche they left turmoil spilling in their wake.

      Well, I’d hoped for chaos.

      People ran, stumbling over chairs and grabbing at strangers in their panic to escape. Some headed for the back door. Others wanted to blockade the front. No one spared a glance as I slipped the pin from my sleeve. They were all too busy trying not to die. A small, unkind part of me was glad. Now they knew how I had felt.

      Something slammed against the courtroom walls, and the entire room shook. I fumbled, dropping the pin with a curse. It clattered away as a second crash shook the walls again. I stretched out one booted foot and stepped on it before it could roll farther. Hopefully, whatever was happening in the hallways would last long enough for me to retrieve it and recall my rusty skills with a lockpick.

      “Everyone remain calm!” Bruni’s voice rang out from her podium, but her words were lost in the fervor that swept the room when the door gave one last defeated creak and splintered inward.

      My chains kept me facing forward, so I did not see what made everyone scream. I didn’t need to. Unless the capital city was prone to particularly well-organized and vicious bear attacks, there was only one creature that could stoke such fear.

      Witches had plagued the kingdom of Aker and its neighboring lands of late. Once the stuff of legends, their fearsome attacks were now, if not commonplace, frequent enough to figure in every man’s nightmares. I had seen them before, more times than I liked to count, but had never grown accustomed to the creatures. Everything about them defied the laws of nature. Their bodies were split, with two separate torsos sprouting from the trunk of a feathered beast, armed with claws and razor-tipped tails. When they hunted, they tore their prey to shreds. They were man-eaters. Me-eaters, if I couldn’t get out of these chains.

      I did not look up. As I heard the screams joined with wet, visceral sounds I did not want to think about, I slowly used my boot to roll the wayward pin up the side of my other leg. If I got it to my lap, I’d be able to reach it and then⁠—

      And then nothing. I’d never been adept at picking locks, not like Bruni had been. Even with the best of tools it took me ages. And I did not have the best of tools. Nor did I have ages, unless I was swallowed whole and got to ply my skills while a witch slowly digested me.

      What little talent I had was not improved by panic. I fumbled again, nearly dropping the pin a second time. I tried not to let the sounds from the front of the room distract me, but could not close my ears entirely. Someone was fighting back—one of the courtroom guards, most likely—and doing about as well at holding off the creatures as I was at escaping my chains.

      “How did you do it?” Bruni had arrived at my side without even a whisper of air to announce her presence. If I hadn’t been chained, I would have leapt from my seat in fright.

      I palmed the pin in case she was no longer a friend at all. “Do what?”

      Instead of answering, she grabbed my hand and snatched the pin, which had not been as well hidden as I’d thought. She examined it, her delicate brows drawing together. “This is all you brought?” she demanded.

      “I didn’t have a lot of options!” I felt oddly defensive, though I had been thinking the same thing. “It will do.”

      In Bruni’s hands, it did. She worked so quickly that no one had time to see the wizened old judge unlatching her prisoner’s cuffs with a discarded pin. Had their attention not been directed elsewhere, they surely would have been shocked at the scene. As it was, no one even looked in our direction as Bruni ushered me from the room. She began to run the moment we were out of sight. I didn’t need to be told to keep up.

      We raced down a narrow hallway. Despite everything, I trusted Bruni enough not to worry she led me to a dead end. Even when the hall concluded in a doorless archway, I did not fear. The secret passageway, revealed at a twist of a candlestick, was no surprise.

      As a child I had been thrilled by hidden doors, but after years as an Inquisitor the appeal had worn off. Now, all I could think of was the effort that went into oiling squeaky hinges. But this was a path to escape. I eagerly followed Bruni down the winding staircase.

      “Was that you?” she asked as we walked. “The witches?”

      I was so shocked I nearly tripped over my own feet. “Of course not! I almost wondered if it was you, but⁠—”

      She finished my thought for me. “But if I had witches for allies, I’d be unstoppable. Anyone would.”

      “So that was just luck, then,” I said, shuddering at the thought of how narrowly I’d avoided both being hanged and being lunch. “Or divine providence, if you believe in that sort of thing.”

      “I don’t.” The stairs ended with a little locked door. Bruni turned and smirked up at me. “Should I use the key, or do you have any more unsuited lockpicks you want to try?”

      I cast an uneasy glance back the way we’d come, where the stairs spiraled into darkness. “Can they get in here? Hurry, please.”

      “Coward.” Bruni produced her key and opened the door, flinging it wide to reveal a dimly lit room. Eager to put as many doors between myself and the creatures above, I pushed past her.

      And stopped short. “What is this place?” I barely kept the tremble from my voice. The instruments of torture scattered on every available surface hardly contributed to a welcoming atmosphere.

      Bruni saw me eyeing the tools of our shared trade and snorted in amusement. “Don’t worry. I’m just cleaning them.” She closed the door behind herself, and suddenly I wondered if I ought to take my chances with the witches.

      “At least they’ll be sterile,” I muttered in a flat attempt at levity. It was only half a joke. Aker was a backwards place, and anyone trained within the kingdom would have, at best, a rudimentary understanding of infectious spread. I had been away from home long enough to know better. Clean blade or not, I didn’t relish the thought of finding myself on the business end of anything sharp today. “I’ve told you all I know,” I began.

      Someone spoke from the far end of the room. “All you know, and then some.”

      I recognized Vara’s voice and bristled, though she was right. In the time we’d spent together, I’d hardly given her a chance to speak. I cringed at the memory. Vara—if that was her true name—had pretended to be a court clerk seeking my accounting of events for the judge, when all she really wanted was my wayward sister’s whereabouts. She had humiliated me, letting me babble inanely about the minutiae of my life while she feigned interest. I wondered, briefly, how many other women had done the same over the years. Such wondering cast a pall of shadow across many pleasant memories.

      Worse, it had worked. My sister Varille had spent years hiding, but all it took was one swing of my wagging tongue to accidentally betray her. How I regretted all I had let slip. My great deeds—or so they had felt in the retelling—humiliated me now, my stacked failures towering higher than any victories could hope to match.

      I cleared my throat, but still my answer came in a squeak. “You asked.”

      Vara stepped from the corner, her lips drawn tightly. “One question! And you talked all night.”

      My cheeks flushed with shame and anger in equal measure. I folded my arms across my chest, an easier task now that I was no longer encumbered with chains. “If you’d said from the beginning that you worked with Bruni and needed to know where to find my sister, I might have told you.”

      “Might?” Bruni cut in.

      I weighed the benefits of lying to her. She knew me too well to be fooled, so I decided on honesty. “Maybe if you had told me why. What do you want with Varille?”

      Neither one answered me.

      With fear beginning to wane, I realized how exhausted I was. I sank down into one of the chairs. There were restraints attached to it, and I kept my arms well away from them as though they might come to life and ensnare me. “Were you even planning to save me?” I asked, not sure if I wanted to hear the answer.

      “We might have,” Vara taunted, but Bruni silenced her with a look.

      “There is no ill will between us,” Bruni said. “I’ve already arranged transport to take you back to Lye-St-Eere.”

      I sat in stunned silence while I searched for my voice. Lye-St-Eere was the town where I’d grown up, where Lyekeep was the duchy seat. Was it possible I was going home?

      No. Not home. I had been gone from Lyekeep longer than I had ever lived there, and the only reason its place had not been supplanted in my mind was because nowhere else was home either. It was a lonely realization to know that though I could close my eyes and recall every nook and cranny of the cozy little castle, I would feel like a stranger in those halls.

      Asides, there was the matter of my sister. How could I return to the place where we’d spent our happy childhoods without knowing what fate awaited her here?

      “I’m not leaving until you tell me what you want with Varille,” I said. I hoped I sounded braver than I felt.

      Bruni just shrugged. “Fine by me. You’ll be here a while.” She took off her ridiculous wig and threw it into a corner. “Do you think it’s clear outside?” she asked Vara. “I promised Luthien I would stop by to see him.”

      A flash of jealousy rose in me; one I guiltily suppressed. Luthien could be a friend, or a colleague, or someone of no import at all. It was none of my business. I hadn’t seen Bruni in nearly ten years and had no right to be jealous over her affections. Still, weariness made me snappy, and try as I might, I was never one to hold my tongue. “Does Luthien know what you do for a living?”

      My envy was not as subtle as I’d intended, and Bruni looked amused. “Yes,” was all she said.

      Vara was not so reserved. “Miss Bruni is very close to the prince,” she bragged. “He approves of everything she does.”

      Prince? It was unthinkable. Common-born women did not socialize with royalty. Then again, if anyone could rise above her station it would be Bruni. Her skills as an Inquisitor had taken her far.

      As had mine. I remembered who I was—other than an idiot. Beneath the heavy mantle of recent foolishness, I was still a trained royal Inquisitor. If I wanted information, I could get it.

      Bruni wouldn’t be an easy mark. She was as well-trained as I, and far cleverer. But she was not without her weaknesses. The prince was clearly a soft spot for her. She had used his given name, though the rigid customs of Aker would dictate otherwise, and Vara had all but admitted their friendship.

      I tried to recall all I knew of Prince Luthien. He was sickly, and had been all his life. Little else was said of him in the far-off corners of the world where I had hidden myself away. Few cared about the prince of an inconsequential, primitive land, save to note that his death would leave King Lykander and the kingdom of Aker without a royal heir. It wasn’t much, but I’d done more with less. “Your prince suffers from a wasting illness, doesn’t he?” I asked.

      “Our prince,” said Bruni—her only admission that I was correct. She turned and strode toward the door.

      “Wait!” I cried.

      She stopped, one hand resting on the doorknob. “Yes?”

      “I…” I hadn’t expected her to listen. Frantically, I cast around the room for inspiration. My eyes landed on the scattered implements, still glinting in the dim light as they dried. An idea came to me. Not a perfect idea, but I had no other options. “I’m sure the prince has seen many physicians…”

      “Of course.”

      “Any of them wash their hands?”

      Bruni turned to face me, folding her arms over her chest. “King Lykander allows only the best for his son.”

      “The best in Aker.” I did not need to point out that the medical field was far superior in other lands. Most things were. In that moment, I realized the king’s dilemma. “Of course, to seek out a foreign physician would be an insult to our people, would it not? Particularly to the doctors’ collegium. What if there were someone foreign-trained, but Akeran in loyalty and allegiance?”

      “There is no such person,” Bruni said with a shake of her head.

      I hesitated, just for a second, before speaking. I did not want to lie to Bruni. But neither could I abandon Varille. “I have medical training,” I said, before I could think better of it. It wasn’t an entire fabrication. I knew something of herbcraft, though my knowledge was not the kind that would help an invalid.

      Vara snorted in open disbelief, but Bruni shot her a look of warning. “You think you can help?”

      “I do,” I lied.

      Bruni studied me critically. Then, her resolve wavered. “I suppose you could meet the prince before you return to Lyekeep.” She could not hide the light of hope from her eyes, and I felt almost guilty.

      Almost.

      I did not delude myself into thinking I could actually help the prince. But I could buy time. If I stalled long enough, I might discover what the king wanted with my sister. With a tentative smile, I offered Bruni my arm. “Shall we go to court?”
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      Aker was not a rich kingdom, though no one would guess that after seeing the castle. Perched atop a hill, it rose above the humbler buildings like a boulder among pebbles—squat and cold and imposing. I knew little about Akana, Aker’s capital city, save that the king lived there. The months I spent in the city prison did little to endear me to the place, and my opinion was not improved as Bruni led me up the winding, hilly road toward the castle gates.

      “No wonder your prince is ill,” I said to Bruni as we climbed the steep streets. “The whole place looks drafty.”

      “His windows have shutters.” She was not amused with me. Perhaps she knew that my offer of help came with ulterior motivations. Perhaps she knew I had nothing to offer at all. I resolved to prove her wrong. My story about medical training was entirely fabricated, but I hadn’t been lying when I’d told her that the world outside of Aker had spent generations, if not centuries, furthering the healer’s arts while our little kingdom had still been working out the fiddlier aspects of sundials. Perhaps I could help the prince.

      As we walked, more tidbits of information came to me, though none were useful. Luthien’s line was an illustrious one. His father, King Lykander, was liked well enough when he remembered to wait some span of time between tax increases. Luthien had an older sister as well, though all I knew of Princess Lyaria was that she had joined a religious order at a young age. There were no other siblings. If Luthien died, as many said he would, Lykander would have no heir to take the throne after him. Nothing in that history would help me. There was no familial preponderance of disease to learn from, nor even any whispered scandal to point to hidden weakness. The prince’s suffering belonged to him alone.

      I found I pitied Luthien, even as we crossed through the castle gates into a world of imposing splendor. Late autumn sunlight spilled through the oversized windows, each one fit with iron imported at great expense from Daydura. I had seen Dayduran iron put to many purposes in my travels. It was an important component for machinery and could stymie magic; beyond that, its benefits were conjecture. The material was meant to deter witches, though its main effect was lightening purses. Even tiny hanging charms sold at crossroads markets were exorbitantly priced. The twining iron in every window was evidence of King Lykander’s most recent levy. Those windows may as well have been barred with gold, for the fortune it must have cost.

      From my vantage, the castle looked more like an expensive prison than a home.

      “Tell me about Luthien,” I urged, as Bruni led me through a vast door and down a corridor wide enough that an army could pass through without breaking ranks. Sconces, each with two armed guards, lined the hall. Their swords were shiny and unused. I tried not to look too much like someone who had just escaped a prison cell. “He’s young, isn’t he? Diseases present differently in children.”

      “He’s young, yes, but not a child. And his symptoms have not changed since he came of age.” Without another word Bruni strode over to a pair of castle guards. Both straightened their already ramrod spines when they saw her. “Is the king in?” she asked one.

      I could not hear the answer over the sudden sound of my heart pounding in my ears. I had not expected to meet King Lykander so soon—and wearing prison rags, no less. It took everything in me not to turn tail and flee. “He’s away?” I hazarded a hopeful guess when Bruni ambled back in my direction.

      No such luck. “He’s in the throne room,” Bruni said. She pointed toward a set of doors so large that I’d previously mistaken them for an especially ornate wall.

      I swallowed hard and brushed some of the dust from my shirt, to no noticeable improvement. “Shouldn’t I change? Isn’t Lykander quite particular about the finer points of etiquette?” The knowledge came to me suddenly, unbidden and unwanted. The king was near-fanatical about decorum, and his courtiers almost as fastidious. My father had oft referred to the court as a rabble of coiffed dolls. That had been so many years ago now I had nearly forgotten, and the recalling would have brought a tear to my eye if I hadn’t already been so preoccupied with dread. “I can’t meet him looking like this!” I protested. “And in his throne room? Will there be a crowd?”

      “I hope so,” Bruni muttered cruelly, then saw my shudder and took pity on me. “He’s seen worse. Lyaria sometimes makes public appearances in a hunting tunic.” She sounded like she approved.

      “The spinster princess?”

      Bruni shot me a scathing look. “Do you ever say anything nice?” She did not wait for me to answer and prove her right. Instead, she grabbed my wrist and reeled me mercilessly forward, opening the throne room door just enough for her to slip through without leaving space for my wider frame. I winced as I knocked both shoulders against the gilded doorjamb.

      The vast room was not full to capacity, but several people stood at the back, milling around high tables set with bread and dry cheese. A few turned at the sound. Up ahead, some small audience stood before the king, too far to notice us entering. I had time to brush one more layer of dust from my tunic before a pinch-faced steward barred our path. “Names and purposes?” he asked coldly.

      “You know me,” Bruni snapped back. “I have brought Vallon Steere, the new duke at Lyekeep, to meet the king.”

      “Duke?” I whispered to her.

      “Well, the last one died,” she said, not bothering to keep her tone hushed. “Or so I am told. Unlike you, I wasn’t there at the time.”

      A pair of courtiers engaged in private conversation near the far wall glanced our way, nudging each other. I shrank back, considering again whether I should simply run. I was well practiced.

      But Bruni’s grip on my wrist was strong as iron, and she pulled me along when she pushed past the steward. He dashed to precede us. “The Head Inquisitor, Sire,” he said in a booming voice, “and the new Duke of Lye-St-Eere.” His announcement interrupted a man in priest’s robes who had been standing before the dais, speaking softly to the king.

      I dug my heels in like a shying horse. To barge through the throne room unannounced, interrupt a supplicant, or appear before the entire court in rags would have been bad enough done separately. All together, it was surely the worst introduction one could manage. I wondered if Bruni’s intent was to humiliate me.

      Even if that were the case, I could do nothing but follow her lead. When she dropped into a perfunctory curtsy, I bowed, keeping my obeisance perfectly proper as though it could make up for the dismal circumstances. I did not raise my head until Bruni, with an impatient groan, elbowed me in the ribs.

      Everyone was looking. The courtiers in the back had ceased their conversation, and those gathered around the dais had turned fully around to watch. I felt the heat of every gaze on me and tried in vain to pay it no mind.

      I seized on the nearest distraction: the dais at the front of the room. The raised platform held three chairs. The grandest was in the middle, and a man with a barrel chest and a neatly trimmed beard of equal parts white and brown lounged regally upon that seat. Though I only knew King Lykander from portraits that varied in their artistic flattery, reason told me this was he. Prince Luthien sat at the king’s side, fidgeting with a gold signet ring that was far too large for his bony fingers. His clothing was impeccably cut, but even the fine tailoring could not hide how frail he was, nor could their rich color distract from the sickly pallor of his skin or the shadows, dark as bruises, beneath his eyes. In the whole gathered crowd, the prince was the only one who smiled at us.

      The other chair was empty, and I was momentarily pleased to have one fewer witness to my humiliation. Any relief was short-lived when Bruni led me so close to the dais that I was sure not one single speck of dust on my tattered clothing escaped the king’s eye. “Your Majesty,” Bruni said, “the duke has been very forthcoming about his sister’s current whereabouts. He has offered his assistance in finding and bringing her here.”

      Had I? Despite our regal company, I nearly corrected her. It was not my own perspicacity that saved me from such a gaffe, but the timely arrival of the princess.

      When I saw Princess Lyaria, I had to check to be sure my jaw was closed. Its natural inclination was to drop open. She was far from the dowdy spinster I had imagined. Her skin was pale, like her brother’s, but on her it looked porcelain. The unkemptness of her hair did not detract from her beauty, but rather brought to mind a wild nymph from legends. I could have stared for hours, had propriety not averted my eyes for me.

      She, on the other hand, did not spare a single glance my way. She strode right onto the dais, stopping just short of the throne. “Father, I must speak to you!” she demanded. Some of the eyes that had been focused on Bruni and me now swung to the princess. Most, however, turned back to their idle distractions of conversation and food. By their disinterest, I gathered interruptions such as these were a common occurrence and felt less shamed by my own disruptive appearance.

      The king looked over at his daughter, his jaw going tight. “Lyaria, now is not the time. I am⁠—”

      “What matter is more important to you than today’s witch attack? The paltry excuse for fortifications in the city shelter has failed again.” Lyaria tossed her chestnut hair and stalked over to the empty seat, where she threw herself down in a manner unbefitting a princess. Or a woman. Or anyone raised with a single notion of decorum. “Why bother to erect a shelter if it is not sturdy? You might as well build a table for the creatures, that you may better serve your people.”

      Luthien put an elbow over his mouth, his back heaving. I thought at first he was suppressing a laugh at his sister’s brazenness. I only realized he was coughing when he nonchalantly, surreptitiously, put his arm behind his back to hide the bloodstain blossoming on his sleeve. The momentary panic that flashed across his eyes was soon replaced with a studied calm. No one else had noticed—the king and princess too busy arguing and everyone else either otherwise occupied or watching the spat in amusement.

      Luthien saw me looking. His eyes caught mine, silently begging me to say nothing.

      I’m not sure when I would have been able to, had I wanted. Lykander and Lyaria’s argument devolved into the sort that told me they’d discussed this topic many times, and in just as heated a manner. The steward began awkwardly trying to usher away some of the courtiers, most of whom ignored his quiet urging.

      Bruni drifted closer to the foot of Luthien’s chair. “You’re looking well, Highness,” she said, as though a quarrel was not unfolding next to him.

      Luthien gave a strained laugh. “Do you lie to flatter me or to practice your trade?”

      “I don’t need to practice,” Bruni said. Then she studied his face, clearly rethinking her earlier assessment. “You look a bit pale. How are you feeling?”

      The prince squirmed in his seat, keeping his bloodied sleeve twisted behind himself. “Sister Grallia says I’ll be alright if I dress more warmly. How much does one of those cost, anyway?” He nodded toward his sister and father, who were still exchanging heated words. “A shelter that can keep out a witch, I mean. Not warmer clothes.”

      Bruni named an exorbitant price. “But you mustn’t trouble yourself, my prince,” she hastily added. “Your father knows best how to protect his people.”

      Lyaria must have been listening to us, even as she rebuked King Lykander about the number of Akeran citizens killed in the last witch attack. “What was that?” she demanded.

      “I was telling Prince Luthien that he looks better,” Bruni said, unphased.

      Lyaria gave her brother a cursory glance. “It would be hard for him to look worse. I suppose you’re here just to compliment Luthien’s appearance?”

      “I would compliment your appearance, too, Princess, but I could speak for a day and a night without doing it justice,” Bruni said with a wink.

      “You could try,” Lyaria shot back.

      King Lykander cleared his throat. “Duke Lye-St-Eere, you must forgive us. My family is usually better presented.” He cocked his head, studying me, and when I did not respond he prompted, “Duke Lye-St-Eere?”

      “Is that me?” I asked stupidly.

      “Yes,” the king said. Luthien was kind enough to turn away so that I could not see him laugh. The princess was not so generous. King Lykander gave her a sharp look and she quieted. “The last duke passed away so recently, I’m sure it will take some time for you to become acquainted with your station.”

      “Y—yes, Sire,” I stammered. I did not mention that the station in question had been my birthright. I had nearly seen it snatched away when the king awarded my family’s dukedom to Dashski as a reward for his actions during the war with the desert nation of Cabaral—a war that had left Aker reeling, and for no true benefit. Perhaps all wars were like that, despite the lies that history sometimes made of them.

      Now did not seem the time to bring that up.

      There was a moment of quiet, stretching awkwardly long. Luthien broke the silence. “I must go to my chambers. I fear I have kept Sister Grallia waiting.” He stood slowly, stopping to brace himself on the arm of his father’s chair. Both Lykander and Lyaria moved as though to catch him, both pretending they had not when he steadied himself unaided.

      Lyaria slouched back and looked away as she spoke. “Don’t dawdle, Luth. You’ll need your leeching whether you go now or take all night.”

      The king frowned at her, but his expression softened as he watched Luthien give a stiff but proper bow. “Do you need an escort? One of the guards could⁠—”

      “Mistress Bruni can take me!” Luthien cut in, a tad too eagerly. His earlier unsteadiness seemed to resolve itself.

      “Luthien, you are getting too old to spend time with women unchaperoned,” Lykander gently rebuked.

      “The duke will accompany us,” Bruni said. “He’ll serve as chaperone.”

      Luthien offered me a wan smile. I could tell he would rather abandon all propriety and walk alone with Bruni, which only made me more eager to join the pair—especially when Luthien took Bruni’s arm, leaning on her more than I thought necessary. I made my obeisance to the king and dogged their heels as I followed them from the room.

      The moment the doors closed behind us, a weight lifted from my shoulders. My relief grew as we walked the halls, putting more distance between ourselves and the king. Though Luthien was illustrious company, and poorly hiding his irritation at my presence, he did not look at me so judgmentally as the others had. It helped, perhaps, that he seemed to have eyes only for Bruni.

      “You must tell me where you’ve been!” he said to her. “I feel I haven’t seen you in months!”

      “It was only a few weeks,” she corrected. “But you really are looking pale. You haven’t been overextending yourself?”

      A note of frustration crept into the prince’s voice. “Doing what? I am hardly allowed out of my room.”

      Bruni patted his hand. “Don’t fret. You will be well soon.”

      The prince smiled shyly at her. It seemed the right time to intervene—I had been entrusted as their chaperone, after all. Thus it was with only a small twinge of guilt that I cleared my throat. Luthien looked away, toying with his signet ring and pretending to examine a tapestry on the wall. “Sister Grallia says that we might visit the seaside this spring,” he told us, his voice going high.

      “The sea air is good for invalids,” I said. It was an old superstition with no true backing, and even Bruni knew it.

      Her jaw tensed. “Is that your professional opinion?”

      Luthien glanced back and forth between us, sensing the discord. “Is something amiss?”

      “Tell him, Vallon,” Bruni said.

      “I had—that is, I have some training in medicine,” I stammered, grateful I only had to keep up the pretense long enough to help Varille. I doubted it would hold up to any scrutiny. “I studied off-continent, so I may know some things beyond what the doctors here have tried.”

      “They’ve tried everything,” Luthien began, but Bruni cut him off.

      “My prince, you know that cannot be true. Your father has spared no expense, of course, but even the finest Aker has to offer may be lacking in this field. The practice of medicine is more highly regarded on some of the islands. Perhaps the duke has picked up some tricks that your physicians here do not know of.”

      Luthien stiffened slightly and let go of Bruni’s arm as we came to a thick oak door. “You will have to speak to Sister Grallia,” he told me. “She will know all that has been attempted before.” He sounded displeased, but before I could ask if I had done something to offend, the door flew open.

      A heavyset woman with brown robes and a kindly smile peered out at us. “My prince, you’re late!” she chided good-naturedly, then ushered us into what must have been Luthien’s chambers. They were lavishly appointed, but for a boy, not a young man. Toys had been haphazardly shoved onto the shelves of a splendid wooden desk, where they lay beneath a thick layer of dust. The open tomes on the desk were medical in nature, and they too had fallen into disuse. Though some chairs and couches sat before the roaring fire, they were made for comfort, not for hosting the kind of private audience a prince might hold. I surmised that Luthien knew his room no longer suited, but lacked the energy to do anything about it. A smell pervaded the room; something metallic like iron that the bundles of sweet herbs strung across the ceiling could not quite cover.

      Luthien flung himself onto a plush chair while the portly woman fussed over him. “Sister Grallia, this is Vallon Steere,” he said in introduction. “He’s the duke of—where was it again?”

      “Lyekeep,” I supplied. “You would not have heard of it. It’s in northern Tar-ma-rin.” Tar-ma-rin was a rural, isolated corner of what I now knew to be a rural, isolated kingdom. Few would know its name.

      But Grallia’s eyes flashed with recognition. “I know of the place. Now, I am terribly sorry to steal Prince Luthien away.” She did not sound sorry as she turned and began busying herself clearing a space on Luthien’s desk.

      Bruni cut in. “Actually, the duke is well-practiced in the healer’s arts. Isn’t that right, Vallon?” I shrugged in a way that neither confirmed nor countered her statement.

      Grallia glanced back, her lips pursed. “I see,” she said evenly. Then, without another word, she returned her attention to the prince. When a white-robed attendant entered the room carrying an audibly sloshing bucket, Grallia gestured toward the cleared table.

      Luthien swallowed hard, his eyes lingering on the watery case. There was a quaver in his voice when he spoke. “Might I ask what awaits me tonight?”

      “Leeches, and a draught to help you sleep.” Grallia bustled over to the table, unwrapping a rolled canvas and laying out a few herbs. I relaxed a bit. At least I recognized them.

      “Have mercy, Grallia. Call off your leeches.” Luthien tried to grin, to make it a jest, but he could not hide his shudder.

      Grallia clucked sympathetically. “Leeches now, or maggots within the year.” She chuckled at his offended exclamation. Who was she, I wondered, to address Luthien in such a manner? Brown robes, and clearly part of some religious order. There were several temples where the initiates practiced as healers. None revered doctors above princes.

      “What is your medical background, if you don’t mind?” I asked.

      The glance she gave me was cold. “I’m a duchess, playing at medicine. Now, Luthien, dear, could you take off your jacket?” While the prince shrugged out of his heavy coat, Grallia trundled to the desk and began stripping the leaves from a sprig of Lynnweed.

      I tried not to let her demeanor rattle me. “I hear you have spent many years looking after the prince?”

      Grallia returned to Luthien’s side and took his coat. She shook her head when she saw the blood on his sleeve but did not remark on it before handing the garment to her attendant. “He has seen many doctors, and healers, and priests, and everything in between. You are but the latest in a long line who hope to curry favor with the king by poking and prodding his son. I see to His Highness’s comfort when they all invariably fail.” She knelt beside Luthien and began undoing the lacing on his cuffs.

      I would have replied, but was stunned into silence at the sight of the prince’s bare arms. Hundreds of tiny scars marred them, left by more nights with leeches than without. Luthien grimaced as the first creature latched on, then sat stoically through the rest.

      I almost couldn’t bear to watch. I do not consider myself particularly squeamish, but I knew leeching would provide Luthien no succor. The pointlessness of his pain bothered me, and the way he suffered but pretended not to brought back too many memories I would rather not relive.

      But in that discomfort, there was also relief. If this was the best of the prince’s treatment, perhaps I was not so ill-equipped to help him. I may have fabricated my medical training, but at least anything I could scrounge up would be better than leeches and whatever foul-smelling concoction Grallia’s assistant was mixing by the desk. I craned my neck to see what she was doing.

      Luthien drew back my attention with a yelp. He studiously avoided looking down at his leech-studded arm, where a trickle of blood ran from where one of the tiny, wriggling creatures was affixed. “Mistress Bruni, will you tell me about one of your adventures?” he asked through gritted teeth. “I could do with distracting.”

      “Hmm.” Bruni crossed the room and sat down on a couch near the fire. When she looked up, there was a wicked gleam in her eyes. “I could tell you about the time I crossed the desert by moonlight, fleeing from treacherous foes. And I did it alone, having just been abandoned by my dearest friend.”

      I had gone back to watching Grallia’s assistant mixing herbs at the desk, but I had to cut in when I heard Bruni’s barb. “Abandoned?” I asked pointedly. “That sounds unlike your dearest friend. At least, according to everything you’ve told me of him.”

      “That was someone else,” she shot back.

      “Him?” Luthien echoed me a moment later.

      “Yes,” Bruni said. “The stupidest man I’ve ever met.”

      “There are many stupider,” I said.

      “Well, I haven’t met them!” snapped Bruni.

      Luthien looked between us, his brow furrowing. “Duke Steere, do you know Mistress Bruni well? I thought you’d only just met.”

      “Bit of both,” Bruni answered. “Vallon and I became acquainted some time ago, but I wouldn’t say we know each other.”

      I gritted my teeth but could not argue, so I wandered away to unabashedly study the herbs laid out on Luthien’s desk. The best of them would be palliative. The rest, utterly useless. I was about to speak up when Luthien let out a low whine.

      “Be still, my prince,” Grallia murmured as she pulled a leech from his arm. “You know moving around only excites them.”

      “Sorry,” he said. “Just, it hurts.”

      Grallia patted him on the head. “You can take your draught beforehand. I’ve offered it several times.”

      “It’s bad for the leeches.” Luthien looked at Bruni as he said this. “I hate them, but it’s not their fault.” He winced again when Grallia removed the last leech. “Poisoning them would be poor thanks for the good they’ve done me.”

      At the word poison, my eyes flickered back to the herbs—just in case. There was no reason to suspect Grallia, but it would be a tidy explanation. However, as I’d noted, none would do much to the prince except sedate him.

      Or perhaps nauseate him. His nose wrinkled in distaste when Grallia handed him a mug full of thick liquid approximately the consistency and color of swamp water. He put the mug delicately onto the table beside him. “Thank you, Sister Grallia. I will drink it later.”

      Grallia smiled at him and smoothed his hair. “Make sure you finish all of it, dear.” She fussed over him a few moments longer, until he ducked away and said he had to prepare for bed. Only then did she help her assistant tidy the herbs that had gone unused in their putrid concoction. The pair left, taking their leeches with them.

      Luthien watched them go. The moment the door was closed, he stood. “Duke Steere, it was a pleasure to meet you. I should not keep you from your bed. You are surely tired from your travels.”

      I could tell he meant for me to leave, but the problems were twofold. One, I had nowhere to go. I could spend the night on the unfamiliar streets, finding some alley or doorway to shelter me and hoping that whatever witches flew in the skies around Akana were already well satisfied—but that would mean abandoning my pretense of being here as Bruni’s guest. She might not allow me to return. Leaving now would mean forsaking my sister to whatever schemes the crown had in mind for her. And, two, I had promised to chaperone.

      “I’m not tired,” I lied, and threw myself onto the couch beside Bruni. She rolled her eyes and inched away from me, though she could not get far without leaving her seat. I gambled she would not do so in front of the prince.

      She could cut me in other ways, though. “Vallon did not travel far at all. He’s been in the city for weeks now.”

      Luthien’s brows drew together. “Really? Why did you not visit court before that?”

      Because I was in a cell. “Because I was unwell.”

      “Ah.” Luthien fell back, slouching in his high-backed chair. “We have that in common, then.” He dragged the mug closer to himself but did not lift it to his lips.

      “Do you want me to pour that out the window?” I offered.

      He looked puzzled. “It’s my medicine.”

      I debated whether to tell him it had no curative properties. Perhaps not so soon. Instead, “Why was Grallia selected to care for you?” At his age, the prince should have a valet, not a nursemaid.

      Luthien lifted the mug and took a reluctant swig. “Sister Grallia is a priestess of the moon-god Luttari. My name is derived from he. Father said it seemed portentous.”

      I did not know what to make of King Lykander’s superstition. Aside from that, priests of Luttari were not healers. Luttarans were—what? Something to do with sailing? Or blacksmiths? I wasn’t pious enough to keep them all straight. In fact, aside from their names, all I knew of the Gods was how to beg them for luck. It was an answer, at least, though not one that made sense.

      Luthien yawned again. “Truly, Duke Steere, I mustn’t keep you late.”

      Bruni stood and grabbed my arm. I rose, relieved I did not have to choose between disobeying the prince’s polite dismissal and abandoning Bruni to his moon-eyed advances. We bid him goodnight and left the room.

      Once we were outside, Bruni turned to me. “Well?”

      “Well, what?”

      “You said you could help him. Do you know what ails him?”

      “He’s being drained of blood and drugged into a stupor?”

      “I forgot you think you’re funny.”

      It had only been half a joke. Grallia’s treatments were no good for an invalid, as even I could see. “This Sister Grallia, you trust her unquestioningly?” I asked.

      Bruni rolled her eyes, and that simple gesture said more than most people could say if they spoke all night. “I do nothing unquestioningly. The prince’s welfare is my chief concern. But I know she means him no harm.”

      “Then you think under her care, he will live?”

      She weighed my words carefully. “Under her care, perhaps he will die slower.”

      “Some professions might call that torture,” I pointed out. It was a feeble jest, meant only to delay having to voice my next suspicion. The silence had stretched long between us before I hesitantly suggested, “If sedation and bloodletting are an improvement, then his troubles are behavioral.” It might be treasonous to suggest as much of a prince, but it was all I could see.

      Considering Bruni’s affection for the prince, I thought my suggestion would raise her ire. Instead, she bit her lip and nodded thoughtfully. “There is minor improvement with those treatments. Then you think he’s faking?”

      “That’s not what I said.” I tried to recall what I knew of wasting diseases, but my thoughts were muddled and vague from exhaustion—as I had spent the previous night making an ass of myself instead of sleeping. “I would have to learn more about his…” I trailed off in a yawn.

      “Bored?” Bruni snapped.

      “Tired,” I said. “I haven’t slept much of late.”

      “Whose fault is that?”

      “Vara’s. She wouldn’t shut up.”

      Bruni gave a bark of laughter, then quickly composed herself and looked away. “I arranged a room for you here, in the same hallway as the prince.”

      “When did you have time to do that?” I asked. She hadn’t left my sight since I’d badgered her into bringing me to the castle instead of sending me away to Lyekeep.

      “I have my ways,” she answered inscrutably. I was too tired, and too grateful, to press further. Bruni pointed to a door no more than a few paces from the prince’s. “I won’t lock you in. Don’t make me regret it.” Then, with a last lingering look at Luthien’s closed door, she left.

      Her fondness for Luthien inflamed my guilt. I tamped down the flare of shame as I entered the room Bruni had pointed to and tried to justify my deception—if only to myself. I’d had no choice. If I wanted to protect Varille, I had to be here in the castle. And there had been no route here but to lie.

      Still, as I walked through a room so luxuriously overstated it was almost gauche, I felt as much a prisoner as I had that morning. I was alone, and free, and surrounded by any comfort I could imagine. It was a far cry from my previous circumstances. And yet, as I puzzled over the prince’s mysterious ailment and the king’s plans for my sister, I wondered whether I hadn’t merely exchanged one treacherous trap for another.
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      Sleep eluded me for some time. Despite the comfortable bed, despite my exhaustion, I could not shut off the thoughts that raced through my mind. What did the king want with Varille? I could conjure up a thousand reasons, none realistic. None reassuring.

      My sister was a person of little consequence. It would probably sound rude if said aloud, but she herself would be the first to argue its truth. We had shared a mother, a mother who⁠—

      I would not think on that. We had shared a mother.

      Though we had both been raised by the same man, only I was his by blood. Varille’s true father was the king of Cabaral, who ruled the desert nation bordering our own and whose company Mother had fled when Varille was just a baby. While such parentage might seem significant, it was in truth a burden that meant very little. King Caba had twenty wives and a hundred courtesans, or so the stories said. Even once those numbers were adjusted to account for hyperbole, none could deny he’d been a busy man. Varille was not his only lost daughter. I could think of no good reason why anyone would be looking for her.

      That did not stop me from trying.

      By the time morning light began creeping through the window, I gave up on sleep. It was early enough that the castle halls would be quiet, and looking around was a better use of time than lying in bed lamenting wakefulness. What exactly I was looking for, I wasn’t sure.

      I could not go out in prison garb again, so I headed to the wardrobe that dominated one side of the room. Perhaps the chamber’s previous occupant had left something—a shirt that was patched but still serviceable, or, Gods willing, a pair of decent trousers. To my surprise, the wardrobe was full to bursting with an array of options, and they were almost my size. All were as showy as an island bird’s plumage and looked garishly opulent after my time in gray prison rags. I pulled on the plainest tunic and breeches I could find, then slipped quietly out of the room.

      A man in a guardsman’s uniform stood across from my room, leaning on the stone wall. His hand rested on his hip, a finger’s distance from the hilt of his sword.

      I froze.

      We met eyes as I wondered whether Bruni’s joke about locking me in had been serious. But when the guard said nothing, and made no move to stop me, I slowly closed the door behind myself.

      Again, he did nothing.

      “Good morning,” I ventured. He must have heard the hesitation in my voice—if not the beating of my heart, which threatened to escape my ribs. If he did, he did not mention it. He gave me a respectful nod and let me be on my way.

      As I crept down the hallway and around the corner, I glanced back every few paces, unsure if I was being followed. It was only once I was down the stairs and into one of the larger corridors that I began to relax.

      Though much of the castle still slept, servants traversed the halls with hearth brooms and dusters, and a few courtiers walked leisurely with steaming mugs. I traced their steps, figuring I could look for answers and coffee simultaneously.

      I found gossip instead. I did not even need to eavesdrop. A group of courtiers strolled by, heedless of who might overhear their snippets of conversation.

      “…walking the halls in just his nightshirt, right into a meeting of his father’s council…” one said, a woman wearing enough powder to dust the floor of a ballroom.

      “Hush now, you know the Gods frown on gossip,” said the lady next to her, who could probably have borrowed some of the powder for her hair, which was slicked back with far too much fragrant oil. If I am being uncharitable, it is probably because of what she said next. “I heard he took off his nightshirt,” she added in a scandalized whisper.

      This brought forth a round of chuckles, and then they were gone, leaving just a perfumed cloud in the air and a bad taste in my mouth. I knew they discussed Luthien, for who else’s father held council meetings? It galled me to hear the gentle young prince spoken of so disrespectfully.

      More, I wondered what had happened last night. I’d thought Luthien safe in bed, but plainly that wasn’t so. I abandoned the idea of coffee and slunk quietly back toward the hall I shared with the prince. There I found Luthien’s door, now unguarded, standing half open. I debated with myself whether it was kind to check on him or simply voyeuristic. In the end, I did not have to choose, for the prince stuck his head into the hallway. “Have you seen my ring?” he asked desperately.

      “Your…ring?”

      “I had it last night! Father will be furious if I lost it again.” He shook his head in anguish. “And it could be anywhere. Apparently I—” He stopped abruptly.

      “I heard.”

      Luthien let his breath out in a huffy sigh. “I don’t remember much after Sister Grallia left. You were there, and Mistress Bruni. Did you see where I put it?” Before I could answer, he opened the door wider. “Help me look!”

      As I followed him, I thought back to the previous night. Luthien hadn’t taken off his ring while we were there. Evidently, he’d only started removing things after he’d left the room. My amusement at that thought was tinged with guilt. “Where do you usually keep it?”

      “On my finger!” He went to his knees, peering under the bed. I heard the sound of objects tumbling as he rummaged. “Oh, will you check the windowsill?”

      I looked over at the window ledge. There was no ring, but the mug of Luthien’s medicine, still half-full of the previous night’s concoction, was congealing in the autumn chill. I had recognized most of the ingredients. Sweet Sulfur, for one, and a few other herbs to induce sedation. A dried leaf I had not quite known, but suspected to be whiteroot, for taste. Grabbing the mug, I lifted it nearly to my nose before realizing my error. Sulfur was normally inhaled—Gods knew I’d used it often enough—and had the concentration been stronger I’d have been likely to knock myself out in the prince’s chamber. Luckily, it was watered down. I set the draught down on Luthien’s bedside table, feeling queasy. “Weren’t you meant to finish this?”

      “I fell asleep. I’ll drink it now.” He emerged from under the bed, a smear of dust across his brow, and stretched his hand toward the putrid brew.

      I moved it out of his reach. “Probably not a good idea.”

      “You’re right! You heard how I was affected by only half of that swill. Imagine if I’d drank the whole thing.”

      I did imagine it, and understood all too suddenly. “If you had, you’d be abed even now. Taking only half…” I shook my head. “No wonder you walked the castle in a daze.”

      The prince sprang to his feet. The quick movement must have dizzied him, for he put a hand on the windowsill to steady himself before he spoke. “Next time I won’t have any. It does no good!”

      I recalled then my ruse. By light of day, it felt crueler than it had when I’d come up with it, sleep-deprived and desperate. It was becoming depressingly clear that no one knew how to treat Luthien’s ailments. My own clumsy attempts would only harm him further. Perhaps I ought to admit defeat now, before things went too far, and find a different excuse to stay so that I might help Varille. “What are your symptoms?” I asked, intending to maintain the pretense only long enough to say I had never heard of his affliction nor any like it.

      “Lethargy. Pallor.” Luthien tensed as he spoke, reciting what was surely a long-rehearsed and unpleasant list. “My lungs are weak. My blood does not have the—the metal it should.”

      “Metal?” I asked, wondering if I had misheard.

      He nodded. “Something like that. Father hired two magicians all the way from the free city of Ar-a-mad to see if they could help. They were nearly as pale and listless as I! And no help at all. But one of them said I lack metal.”

      Mettle, I realized. Luthien’s lack of vigor was apparent to any who chose to look. “It’s not your fault,” I told him.

      “I know that. Wait, do people say it’s my fault?” He looked alarmed. “I suppose it’s no surprise. They must say all sorts of things! Oh, I am my father’s greatest shame.”

      “You’re not,” I said, wondering how we’d gotten so off track. I tried, gently, to steer our conversation back toward the medical, that I might profess my ignorance of his condition. “And your treatments thus far have been…?”

      “Will you sit with me tonight?” Luthien asked, ignoring my question. “It’s only that Lady Lannoria always sits at the head table, and she is such a gossip. I need someone between us to act as a shield. She’ll press me about last night, I know she will!”

      I was caught off guard. “What’s tonight?”

      “My father’s banquet. I thought that the timing of your visit was related.”

      I couldn’t very well correct him. The timing of my visit coincided with my arrest, not a social invitation. “Ah, yes. The banquet,” I lied.

      Luthien did not notice my hesitancy. “And will your sister arrive in time?”

      “In time for what?”

      “The banquet!” He gave me a bemused look, and I wondered what he knew of Varille. But before I could respond, his demeanor changed to a very forced nonchalance. “And, umm, about Mistress Bruni. You said you’ve been friends for some time now?”

      That explained why he wanted to sit by me, anyway. He probably meant to size me up as a romantic rival, or else pump me for information about the elusive Spymistress. “We met as children,” I said, and did not mention that we had gone years without speaking. “She is like a sister to me.” A lie, but a necessary one. If I wanted information from Luthien, I could not let him see me as an adversary, even if we competed for something neither of us was like to win. Besides, my real sister and I had gone years without speaking, so not terribly far from the truth.

      Luthien looked relieved, though he tried not to make it obvious. “Then I envy you! Not for your friendship, I mean,” he stammered to correct, “but for growing up far from court. It’s nothing but vipers with forked tongues and vacuous gossip.” From the bitterness in Luthien’s voice, I guessed he was the frequent topic of conversation.

      “You must ignore them,” I said, which is very easy advice to give and very difficult advice to follow.

      He looked at me askance. “Good idea.”

      Was that sarcasm? I considered the prince anew as I watched him rifle halfheartedly through his things in search of the missing ring. At last, he abandoned the pursuit. After all, he noted, everybody knew it was his. Anyone who found it would turn it in to the king. I did not correct him, pleased to retreat across the hall to the relative safety of my chamber.

      I meant to sit on the bed for a moment’s time and then explore the castle again. I had pilfered a piece of parchment and an inkbottle from Luthien’s desk while he wasn’t looking—old habits—and I planned to make a map with likely escape routes. It seemed prudent to have such a thing, even if I hoped not to use it. But lack of sleep caught up to me, as it often does, and my moment of rest took the better part of the day. When I opened my eyes, the shadows were long.

      I could have still walked the castle halls, but at this hour I had a more pressing matter; that is, dressing for dinner.

      The last time I’d been part of high society, I had been a child. My parents had chosen my clothing for me. And that had been at the rural edge of the kingdom, where practicality outshone niceties even among the nobility. I’d never had to dress myself for a king’s banquet.

      At least the wardrobe was well stocked, if not by someone who shared my taste. I examined and rejected a series of options wrought with so many ruffles I couldn’t tell if they were intended for men, women, or tables. There seemed to be clothes for every imaginable occasion, if only one knew how to match the garments to the gathering.

      I didn’t.

      After taking stock of the array, I was still at a loss. My choices were clear. I could underdress and look like an uncultured fool. I could overdress and look like an uncultured dandy. I could fail to show up, and abandon Luthien to whatever gossip he feared. That seemed my most likely choice. But if anyone was guileless enough to tell me what the king wanted with Varille, it was he.

      With a brief glance at the rapidly diminishing sunlight from my window, I hurried across the hall to ask Luthien which of my poor options would inspire the least ridicule.

      I heard voices from inside the prince’s room. When I knocked, Sister Grallia opened the door. Behind her, I could see Luthien leaning against his window. I wanted to tell him not to do that. It didn’t look secure. But I held my tongue. Princess Lyaria sat on a chair by the fire, scribbling on a piece of parchment.

      “Can I help you, Your Grace?” Grallia asked.

      It took me a moment to realize she was referring to me. “I was wondering what I am meant to wear tonight,” I said uncomfortably. I hadn’t expected so many witnesses to my ineptitude.

      Grallia looked down at her own clothes. “I’m lucky enough not to have to bother with any of that! I only have robes.” Then she turned and clucked her tongue at Luthien. “Dearie, stay away from the window.”

      He levered himself off with a sigh. “Whatever you have that costs most. The people of my father’s court like to wear their gold.”

      “Oh, don’t be like that!” Grallia exclaimed before looking back at me. “Truly, anything you have should be fine. The courtiers here are not as bad as you think. They’ll be kind to you, no matter what you wear. Just don’t show up naked and you’ll be fine.”

      “Yes, the duke certainly wouldn’t want to impinge on Luth’s reputation,” Lyaria drawled from her chair.

      Luthien spun to face his sister. “Lyaria!”

      “What?” she asked. “You’re not embarrassed, are you? I thought you did it for a lark. Father and his stuffy advisors⁠—”

      “Go away!” Luthien cried.

      Grallia narrowed her eyes and flapped her hands at Lyaria, shooing her from the chair. “Out with you.” Lyaria grumbled but dragged herself from the room, passing so close I could smell the woodsmoke in her hair. Once she was gone, Grallia trundled over to Luthien. “There, there,” she said soothingly as she handed him a bundled tunic. “Now let’s get you ready. You’ll be so handsome, no one will even remember last night at all.”

      “Everyone will be talking about…” Luthien fell silent. He began nervously fidgeting with his signet ring.

      “You found it!” I noted. “Where was it hiding?”

      He barely looked up. “Under my wardrobe. It must have rolled there last night.”

      “Now, now. That’s all over and done with,” Grallia said. She wet a hand to smooth Luthien’s hair.

      He ducked away. “Actually, I still feel ill. Too ill to go to the banquet. Will you have a messenger tell Father?”

      Grallia pursed her lips. “You know he doesn’t approve of you hiding in your rooms.”

      “I’m not hiding,” the prince began to protest, but Grallia did not let him argue.

      “Get yourself ready,” she said firmly. Then she whirled to face me. “And you! I charge you with looking after the boy. The prince, I mean.”

      “Of course,” I said, too startled to disagree. She nodded triumphantly and then handed Luthien a brocade overcoat. It was not yet cold enough for such a garment, but he shrugged it on. I could tell its embroidery alone was worth more than anything I’d ever worn. I thought back to the unfamiliar contents of my new wardrobe and saw the opulent garb in a new light.

      Before I left to change, Grallia made me promise again to mind Luthien. I agreed, for her tone left no room for argument. As I hurried across the hall to get dressed, however, I considered whether I, too, ought to claim illness in order to hide.
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        * * *

      

      I could think of no decent excuse to miss the banquet, and thus I had to show up. Underdressed, as it turned out. I’d been concerned about wearing the wrong style or color. I should really have worried that my clothes were worth only enough gold to feed a small village, and not a small country. The women who crowded the feast hall wore so many jewels that a pack mule would have felt laden. Men sported clothing that weighed less but likely cost as much—if not more.

      Luthien remained glued to my side as we made our way to the head table. He kept his eyes downcast and pretended not to notice the way everyone’s gaze lingered on him. He stopped before we reached the front of the room, swallowing hard as he eyed the grand table where his father sat, the princess by his side.

      “No one will say anything,” I whispered. “If they do, we’ll tell Mistress Bruni. She’s terrifying.”

      He grinned at me and seemed somewhat bolstered when I took his arm and led him the rest of the way to the head table. He gave a respectful bow to the king before sitting, then gestured me toward the empty chair by his side. Several of the table’s occupants turned to openly stare at me, and I quickly understood how Luthien felt when he was the focus of their scrutiny.

      With the exception of myself, the people here were even more finely dressed than those I’d seen as we walked in. A woman at the end of the table—I recognized her even without the excessive hair oil—wore a gown that glittered as though it were encrusted entirely in diamonds. Her companion had on unseasonable layers of velvet, arranged and colored so one could count how many tunics he wore. Both studied me without compunction.

      Uncomfortable as it was, I could not blame them. I was a stranger here, and seated next to the prince without so much as an introduction. Their curiosity was warranted, if tasteless. “Vallon Steere,” I said by way of greeting. “I’m the new duke of Lye-St-Eere. That’s up in Tar⁠—”

      I may as well have said I was handing out free rubies, for they descended on me like a mob before I’d even finished speaking. The jeweled woman spoke loudest, her shrill voice rising above the others.

      “Then you replaced that foreign lout Dashski? Is it true he was knifed in his sleep?”

      My eyes widened at her boldness, and part of me wondered whether it was all an elaborate trick set up by Bruni, meant to wrest a confession from me at last. “I don’t know,” I said simply. I hoped my terse answer would dissuade any follow-up.

      It didn’t.

      The woman’s companion leaned over, almost improperly far across the table. “Did you know he wasn’t even a real noble? In the Unowned Desert they let just anyone call themselves a lord. Even Artusa up in Ar-a-mad used to style himself so. At least he had the good sense to drop the act when he came to Aker.”

      “That lawless wasteland needs someone to keep it in check,” another overdressed courtier interjected. “Why does King Lykander bring their gentry up here, when he should be sending some of us to steward the place? If only to have some aspect of civilization between here and Cabaral.”

      I clenched my fist. I had been holding a wineglass, and only the king’s excess in using thick crystal instead of slender stemware saved me from slicing open my palm. The Free Plains that stretched between the Akeran and Cabarallian borders had always been largely unoccupied. Moreso now, as the present troubles that plagued us were magnified to the south. But it was no wasteland to be divvied up and given away to those who had never set foot there.

      Luthien, who had been sitting with his eyes downcast, trying to avoid drawing any attention to himself, noted my distress and looked up with a frown. “What are you talking about?” he asked.

      “Matters better not discussed at the table.” I do not know what strength I drew upon to keep my tone polite.

      The courtiers grumbled amongst themselves, deprived of the gossip they hoped to pump me for. I was relieved to dodge their attention, but my reprieve was short-lived. Several immediately focused on Luthien again.

      The foppish man, who had all but asked for an appointment in the Unowned Desert, leaned past me. “My prince, are you feeling better?” he asked obsequiously. “I heard you⁠—”

      I shifted my shoulder to block his gaze, pretending I reached for the bread platter. Luthien cast me a grateful look.

      But I could not keep my hand extended forever, nor could I shield Luthien’s view from the folks at the lower tables. The wine had been served liberally, and from the boisterous conversation I would guess that most of the court had seen the bottom of their cups more than once. Emboldened by drink, people were openly watching Luthien. He heard his name, spoken somewhere among the lower seats, and flinched. A particularly drunk gentleman, seated near the back of the room, let out a loud guffaw.

      Luthien tugged at his collar, his breathing growing fast. “I can’t help but think everyone’s laughing at me.”

      “I don’t think so.” I kept my voice purposefully low, so as not to intrigue our tablemates.

      The fellow next to me must have had the ears of a bat, for he leaned forward again. “My prince?”

      Luthien ignored him. “Is it hot in here?” His voice was shaky. He undid the last button on his sleeves, letting a bit of air in.

      “Don’t panic,” I murmured, shifting once more to block the man’s gaze. When I dared to scan the room, I saw that a large number of the gathered assembly were, in fact, looking at Luthien. His visible terror was doing nothing to dissuade them. Nor was the fact that he was pulling at his clothes so soon after wandering the castle half-naked.

      Princess Lyaria, seated at the other end of the table, glanced at us. Unlike everyone else here, she was simply attired. She wore a gown that was just plain enough to be disrespectful without being outright inappropriate for the occasion. Even so, she was the most beautiful one there.

      She had been engaged in conversation with a young man seated to her left, a red-haired Jengen lad with fine broad shoulders. He was leaning flirtatiously close, and til this moment she had not seemed to mind. However, when she noted her brother’s distress, her mouth twisted. In a whirl of brown hair, Lyaria turned back to her companion and slapped him across the face. The sound rang out through the hall, silencing all the conversation.

      “I won’t have you!” she said, loudly enough for everyone to hear.

      “I only meant—” the man protested, but she did not let him finish.

      “I am not interested, and even if my hand were up for grabs, you’d only be worthy of one finger.” She made a rude gesture, showing him exactly which finger she meant.

      “Lyaria!” Her father stood. All eyes turned to him. “If you will not behave, you can eat in your room.”

      Without a word, the princess flounced off. Just before she exited the hall, she turned and addressed the crowd. “Perhaps one of you fine ladies might like to consider Lord Predon. He has a large acreage, an expensive estate, and five children by his Tarillan mistress.” With that, she was gone. The crowd erupted, buzzing with chatter nearly too loud for me to hear the king apologize to Lord Predon, whose face was red with either rage or embarrassment.

      Beside me, Luthien shook his head. “I wish she wouldn’t do that.”

      “I don’t think she meant to cause a scene,” I said, surveying the chaos she’d left in her wake.

      “I quite think she did,” Luthien replied.

      For the rest of the meal, no one looked at the prince at all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I thought we would be free to escape once the meal had ended. But before the rows of tidily dressed servants had finished clearing our plates, a steward announced that a trader would be making a demonstration for us. I pushed back my chair, assuming that none gathered here were interested in watching a merchant hawk his overpriced wares.

      Luthien frowned at me. “Are you leaving?” he asked.

      I had been. “Are we staying?” A quick glance around the room showed me that no one else had risen.

      “We are,” said a voice at my elbow. I flinched, wondering how Bruni had managed to sneak up on me so easily. “You don’t have to.”

      I turned to face her, hoping I hadn’t been visibly startled. “You mean you all plan to sit and watch a sales pitch?”

      Bruni gave me a meaningful look. “I’m sure it will be terribly exciting. As we all know—” she cleared her throat, making sure I was paying attention, “—as we all know, trade has become so infrequent of late.”

      I hadn’t known that.

      “If he’s been invited to the banquet, it’s surely something spectacular,” one of our tablemates said. That seemed to be the general consensus, several perfumed and powdered faces nodding in unison.

      “Maybe it’s a tiger,” Luthien mused. “A trader from Tyjia once brought a tiger to sell. Father wouldn’t let me buy it.”

      “That was wise,” I said.

      But our neighbor, so enamored of gossip, was at last of some use. “It’s a mechanical from Daydura,” he told us eagerly. “The fellow has other trinkets, of course, but my cousin said⁠—”

      He abruptly fell silent when the king rose from his seat. Quiet spread from him like ripples on a pond as each table noticed and ceased their chatter. Bruni elbowed me until I slid over, making space for her on my chair.

      Once the room was silent, King Lykander surveyed his gathered folks. They watched eagerly, displaying more interest than even Lyaria’s outburst had earned. Lykander pretended not to notice. Perhaps he did not want to bring attention to the fact that trade was, apparently, a rare draw.

      I spared a glance to my side and was surprised to find that even Bruni looked intrigued. It seemed I was the only one skeptical of the whole thing; disinterested in trade and displeased by the prospect of it being Dayduran machinery. The few pieces I had seen in my life were more than enough.

      “Friends and countrymen,” Lykander addressed the crowd, “tonight is the first night in some time when we will be able to marvel at the splendors built outside our borders. But it is also the first of many such nights! Favorable trade routes with Daydura will soon be reopened to us, and wonders beyond your very imagination will flow through these halls for all to enjoy. I offer but a taste of what is to come.” Satisfied, he sat as the crowd surged with applause.

      I put my hands together halfheartedly. Bruni leaned over to whisper in my ear. “Don’t embarrass me, Vallon. Remember you’re my guest here.”

      “The prince invited me, not you,” I murmured back.

      Luthien’s eyes narrowed when he saw us exchanging whispers. “Oh dear, do we not have enough chairs? Perhaps somebody could fetch one.” He looked pointedly at me.

      I was spared by the arrival of the promised trader, who strode boldly into the room before Luthien could send me off on any errand. Much as I would profess disinterest, the fellow caught even my eye.

      He was dressed in a foreign manner, though one entirely cultivated for appearance’s sake. He wore brown leather trousers, like merchants did in Scoio, but laced tighter than anyone on that archipelago would have dared. His jewelry was Cabarallian, and his shoes the flat sandals that islanders preferred. I noted that his hair and beard were groomed stylishly in the latest local fashion. Overall, he had a carefully affected look—attempting to appear exotic without delving into the aspects of other lands that might seem distasteful. It was an effective showing, and surely helped him hawk his wares among the untraveled.

      I was not untraveled, and hated him on sight. His costume, rather than exotic, was outlandish. I tried and failed to think more charitably as the trader walked to the front of the room.

      He did not even look at the large gathering, seeing only the king. He dipped into a low bow, and when he straightened, he ran a hand rakishly through his hair. Some of the court ladies began to murmur. I redoubled my instant dislike of the man’s overdone affectations.

      “Your Majesty,” the trader said, his voice a rich baritone, “I am Kerner, of Pellura.” Wherever that was. “I have traveled widely to procure the finest goods and most exotic commodities. I hope to offer these later for purchase by members of the court. But, of my many fine wares, I have only one rare enough for a man such as yourself.”

      “Laying it on a bit, eh?” Bruni asked beside me. I found myself relieved that she, too, hadn’t been taken in by his oily charm. Then I felt guilty for even considering her gullible enough.

      Up front, Kerner continued his pitch. “In a journey through the wilderness of Nibade, I faced many dangers—both animal and man—to track down this priceless treasure. It was taken from Daydura by pirates during the seven-year skirmish and long since thought lost. But it is now mine, and I have brought it here today.” He paused and turned to the large door. Everyone else turned too, as a large cart was wheeled in by two young boys who looked like smaller versions of Kerner. The item on the cart was covered by a fine silk cloth, its thin material only hinting at the object’s shape. As it passed the crowd, the murmuring gained intensity.

      “Now I must caution you,” Kerner continued, “that few outside of Daydura have ever seen one of these. It is called an Illuminant, an ever-glowing light that requires no flame, no oil, and no magic.” He turned to Lykander. “If I may, Your Majesty, I should like to douse the torches.”

      Lykander nodded, and the servants standing around the edge of the room extinguished the lights one by one until we were left in total darkness.

      Not total, I realized. A faint glow came from the covered object beside Kerner. Showman that he was, he waited until everyone’s eyes had adjusted to the darkness so that we could see his gestures. And, most likely, to make the reveal all the more dramatic. With a flourish, he removed the cloth. The assembled crowd gasped at the sight.

      Though the illuminant’s light was dim, in the pitch black of the room it shone like the setting sun, casting a faint glimmer of golden orange all around. The source of light itself was a spherical shape suspended within a metal cage. The bars made shadows that seemed to move of their own accord as the light flickered. It was not bright enough for reading or needlepoint, but it was beautiful.

      Beautiful and little else, I decided.

      Most of the gathered courtiers had never stepped beyond the borders of Aker. I doubted they had ever seen such a device. At least, the fervor of their excited chatter implied as much.

      Luthien stood. He rounded the table and approached the glowing orb before Bruni or I could stop him. When he reached it, he looked at Kerner, his eyes glowing in its light. “Can we touch it?” he asked.

      “The illuminant is quite safe,” Kerner assured him.

      Luthien slipped his hand between the bars. To my surprise, he did not reach for the light but for a small handle jutting out of the sphere. I had not even noticed it, yet the prince seemed intent. He grasped it, just for a moment, with a look of wonder on his face.

      I was more interested in the prince’s actions than the illuminant itself, so I was watching as he yanked his hand away, staggering backward in shock. And since I, unlike everyone else, was not staring directly at the illuminant, I avoided being blinded as it exploded.
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        * * *

      

      At least, that’s what it looked like. The dim light produced by the illuminant became a strong torch, a roaring bonfire, a sun—it shone so brightly that the rest of the room vanished, invisible next to the object’s blaze. Even Kerner was shocked, covering his eyes and backing up.

      Now it was bright enough to read by, at least.

      I groped beside me on the chair to find that Bruni was gone. Running for Luthien, no doubt. On unsteady legs, I made my way through the crowd. Most were stumbling in the opposite direction, away from the shining illuminant. The crush of their bodies caught me up like a tide, sweeping me farther from the room’s center.

      I found an opening and slipped through, wedging myself between two tables before I was fully carried from the room. Someone threw open a door to the corridor and light shone in, rendering the brightness of the illuminant merely uncomfortable instead of painful. Blinking rapidly, my sight returned enough for me to make out someone standing beside the illuminant, staring directly into its center. Luthien, judging by the slight figure and fine coat.

      Still dazzled by the light, I tripped first on a chair, then on a platter that someone had dropped in their haste to escape. By the time I reached the prince’s side, Bruni was already berating him.

      “…And it can’t be good for your eyes!” she was saying. She had made no move to drag the prince away, though she seemed about to.

      I stepped in. Partly so I would appear useful, and partly for Bruni’s sake. She had better rapport with the prince and more to lose by offending him. I had little reputation and no friendship to risk by grabbing him around the waist and turning him bodily around.

      Startled, either by my touch or the sudden change in luminance, the prince let out a brief shout and wriggled from my grasp. He tried to turn back toward the illuminant. Only the sound of Bruni’s voice stopped him. “Luthien, we have to leave,” she admonished.

      I could tell from the set of Luthien’s shoulders how much he warred between his fascination with the illuminant and his willingness to obey Bruni’s every command. The latter won out. He followed her reluctantly from the room, casting a lingering glance over his shoulder.

      “It wasn’t dangerous,” he insisted once we had emerged from the banquet hall into the candlelit corridor. The ample braziers, which had once seemed so extravagant, looked dim in comparison. “It wasn’t hot or anything! Just bright.”

      Bruni took Luthien’s hand in hers and examined it. “You weren’t hurt? I feared it may have burned you.” She was gazing down, studying his palm, so she didn’t see the way Luthien’s face softened when she touched his hand.

      I cleared my throat and they both looked up at me, Bruni curiously, and Luthien guiltily. I tried to think of something to say, to justify my grabbing their attention. “What did you do that made the illuminant light up?”

      “There was a lever. Wasn’t it grand? I want to buy it!” Luthien punctuated his words with a coughing fit, one Bruni and I politely ignored.

      “Buy it?” Bruni echoed.

      “It’s for sale,” he said between coughs. “Isn’t that why the trader brought it?”

      The trader in question was standing in a corner, shaking his head and stammering frantic apologies to the king. “I am so terribly sorry, Majesty,” he said. “It hasn’t… it hasn’t ever done that before.” I had almost thought it might be a trick, a bit of showy display, but he seemed as flabbergasted as the rest of us.

      Luthien must have heard the man’s words, because he beamed. “It likes me! See? It only lit up when I touched it.” He craned his neck to look past me, to where the illuminant’s glow still spilled from the open door of the banquet hall. It was beginning to dim. “I’ll show you again.”

      “No,” Bruni and I said simultaneously, both grabbing his sleeve.

      But the prince’s jaw went tight. “Father!” he called. “Come and see how I can make it light!”

      Bruni and I let go of Luthien as the king turned toward us. It wouldn’t do to be caught manhandling the prince, even if it was for his own safety. I stood as straight as I could as the king approached.

      “You alright, lad?” he asked Luthien. All the rigid formality had gone out of him. In that moment, he looked less like a king and more like a worried father.

      Luthien did not note his father’s concern. Bouncing on his heels with excitement, he gestured toward the light that still emanated from the banquet hall. “Father, may I buy it? I’ll be ever so careful, I promise!”

      The king looked perturbed. “It will burn down half my castle!” he protested, but when he saw Luthien’s face he sighed heavily and turned back toward the corner where Kerner stood cringing. “How much do you want for it? And how does one make it a little less…” He gestured at it, but still couldn’t find the words. “A little less?”

      “I don’t know!” Kerner said. “That’s the thing.”

      “There’s a lever,” Luthien said helpfully.

      “We’ve all seen that lever,” one of Kerner’s boys piped up from where he had half hidden himself behind a column. “We tried it every which way. It never did anything before.”

      The king harrumphed and asked once more, “How much?”

      Kerner wrung his hands, clearly unprepared to negotiate with the king himself. “It is a rare thing, valuable and⁠—”

      “And it seems to only favor the prince,” Bruni cut in. “I must say, if he’s the only one who can get it to work, you can’t possibly charge the full fee.”

      “No,” Kerner said through gritted teeth. “I suppose I can’t.”

      Negotiations were brief. Even at a discount the price was steep, though Luthien was happy to pay. In the end, all were pleased with the outcome. Kerner’s boys dragged the illuminant up to the hallway I shared with Luthien, the pair of us traipsing behind. It was long past the hour we should all be abed. We found an alcove for the illuminant and hastily covered it with a heavy blanket. Even so, faint beams of light shone across the floor.

      “I love it!” the prince cried out, his delighted laugh choking off in a cough. “It looks like the moon.”

      “If the moon were directly between our two chambers, and prone to explosions,” I said, but I, too, found the device strangely beautiful.

      It is a cursed thing, I reminded myself when I eventually sought the darkness of my chambers. Its cost is weighed in more than gold.
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