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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      I started writing The King’s Weaver to convince myself that I could in fact write a cishet romance—if it had one of my favorite tropes (woman disguised as a man).

      But, by chapter three it became abundantly clear this was going to be a book about queer love, queer discovery, and queer acceptance.

      Which is fitting, I think. Since the story itself is about trying to be one thing and discovering who you were all along.

      I have zero regrets. <3

      This book, barring the occasional and inspired burst of strong language, is PG-13, with a note that it deals with grief, parental death, and mistreatment among family members. There are small amounts of gender dysphoria shown as well, though it’s minor. There is no aggressive misgendering in this book.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            The Throne Room

          

          Irava

        

      

    

    
      It’s spring, but the corridor outside the throne room is cold as a tomb. My breath mists as I pause with the other court mage candidates outside the broad oak doors, waiting for the guards to open them. I catch a reflection in a guard’s polished shield, and for a moment, I don’t remember that it’s mine.

      But it is. That young man with shoulder-length, light brown hair and dark brown eyes peering at me from behind wire-rimmed spectacles is…me. It’s an illusion, but it’s a damned good one. Because I’m not actually a man.

      But no one here can know that.

      Master Aldric, the court mage in charge of selecting the new court mages from among us candidates, bangs his staff on the stone floor.

      “You will file in a straight line! You will not address the king directly, or any of the courtiers!”

      I study him through my spectacles. He’s mostly balding, his long gray hair neatly braided down his back. His clean-shaven face shows a nick on one cheek, and his right hand sparks with a ruby ring. Master Aldric has been the only weaver at court, the only court mage to use thread magic, since longer than I’ve been alive.

      “You will bow to the king and perform exactly the magic you signed up to perform, no longer than two turns of the minute glass, and then you will bow again and cede your turn to the candidate to your left.” He bangs his staff again. “Failure to follow these instructions will earn you an immediate dismissal. Failure will mean banishment from court. All who understand me, say aye!”

      I shout “Aye!” along with the rest. My voice is an illusion, too, reality tuned a few tones down with my own weaving. I’m pretty proud of that—not that I can brag about it to anyone.

      “All right,” Master Aldric says, holding up his hands. “This is your chance to be a guest of the court and earn the king’s—and my—favor. May you be men of honor and bring honor to your king and to all mages this day!”

      I swallow hard. Yes, I’m a mage.

      I’m also a woman.

      I’m also a princess.

      And those last two things would never get me in here on my own. Never let me get close to the king until it’s our wedding day.

      My name is Irava Anoran Varandre, Third Daughter of the Queen of Galenda. And my mother betrothed me to a murderous tyrant.

      So I’d best see if the murderous rumors are true before I share my life with him. And my bed.

      Gods help me.

      The guards push open the doors to the throne room, a slow creaking of enormous hinges. The earthy smell of stone gusts out, with cloying clouds of perfume.

      The courtiers gathered inside, standing on either side of the wide center aisle, gawk at us. Frilled and serious and glittering, their faces deep umber, pale rose, rich ochre, and every tone between, their brocade and lace so rich it rivals the murals in any great hall.

      But my eyes go straight to the man on the throne.

      Torovan Braise, King of Barella. Young for a king, fit and with gray-green eyes that pierce the air around him. Black hair flows loose around his shoulders. A wide gold band set with emeralds is perched on his brow, adding to the intensity of his eyes. Smooth light brown skin. Heavy brow and strong chin. A hint of dark stubble. He’s not smiling, but that doesn’t lessen his visual appeal—gods, I hadn’t expected him to be this handsome.

      His knee bounces as he watches us candidates file inside, like he’s only just barely bothering to be here. Like he doesn’t actually care that this demonstration will show him who might be a mage at his court for the rest of his life.

      This is my betrothed. This man. This is the man my mother decided I should marry.

      For a moment, just a moment, his gaze locks on mine.

      And it takes all I have to keep walking forward, walking toward him, knowing that I do have my illusion of thread magic woven around me, my distortion of reality. He can’t see through it. No one can. I’m good at what I do.

      I should lower my eyes, but I don’t. I’m desperately searching for answers, and I know I won’t find them here or now, but I can hope, can’t I? I can hope that the eyes I’m looking into aren’t the eyes of a killer.

      But the rumors say otherwise. And there’s nothing in that hard gaze that contradicts them.

      I look down, taking my place in the lineup of candidates across the throne room.

      Deep breath. Gather my will.

      I’m one of only two weavers among the ten candidates. Everyone else possesses elemental magic. Which you’re born with. But weaving—weaving, you teach yourself.

      And Master Aldric, who takes up position on the sidelines, is the only court mage in fifty years who’s been a weaver.

      I have to become a court mage.

      I have to get close to the king.

      Because I’m not going to marry a man who killed his father to gain a throne.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Threads

          

          Irava

        

      

    

    
      My mother promised me since childhood that I could marry whoever I wished. I am a third daughter, after all, with two sisters and three brothers ahead of me. I’ll never carry the crown of my kingdom. And as I grew into a woman, I was never very good at being a court lady.

      And then there was my weaving. My thread magic.

      What man, who isn’t absolutely desperate for a wife, would want a woman who’s taught herself a magic based on willpower?

      In the throne room, I stand still and try to look relaxed as the first mage candidate steps out from the rest of the line and begins his demonstration of magic to the king.

      I shiver inside my coat, which isn’t threadbare, but also isn’t as well-made or extravagant as most of the other candidates’. A princess hardly has her own allowance, after all. That would let her have far too much power.

      I made do with what I could find, and made do quickly. I only had two weeks to rush from Galenda to Barella to sign up for the court mage trials in time.

      I take a slow breath and do my best to concentrate on the demonstrations of magic, to learn what I can from them. These candidates are, after all, my competition.

      The first candidate finishes a shimmery display of water droplets dancing through the air, and the next steps out to levitate daggers.

      This causes some stir, but it’s not unexpected. Candidates can only demonstrate today with what they can carry. The king doesn’t seem concerned about daggers flying through the air—or maybe he’s hiding it well. His eyes trace the daggers as they spin in a juggler’s arc overtop of the candidate, other court mages ready at the sidelines in case anything goes wrong.

      But nothing does.

      “Next!” King Torovan booms, his voice resonating throughout the hall.

      I startle. It’s the first time he’s spoken, and his voice has the weight of thunder behind it. Does he have elemental magic? I hadn’t thought so, my mother hadn’t said so when she’d told me what she’d done, and who I’d be marrying. And maybe it is only the acoustics of the cavernous room, the intensity in his eyes.

      His knee is bobbing more furiously now. Like he only wants to be gone.

      There are a few mages yet ahead of me—my own demonstration of magic will be second to last.

      I didn’t have much time to prepare for this demonstration. I didn’t know there would even be a demonstration until I arrived at the palace and signed my name into the book for mages trying for a place at court. And minutes after that, I was ushered in here.

      Truly useful weaving isn’t always showy, not like elemental magic. At least, not what I can do while also bending reality around myself in my illusion as a man. But I think I can make a construct, a falcon, maybe—show something impressive and dangerous like the elementalist’s daggers. Have it swoop a few times over my head, or land on my shoulder. It won’t be a real bird, only the possibility of a bird, tied directly to my will.

      Falcons can hunt, and falcons can kill. I can only hope the king sees use in that.

      One by one, the mages down the line work their magic. Elementalists, all of them—sons of lesser nobles and rich merchants. I am neither of these things, and neither is my mage’s persona.

      I’m going to fail. I came all this way, a desperate hope to get out of a loveless marriage, to bring my mother proof that this marriage shouldn’t happen, this treaty shouldn’t happen. And I’ll be turned away now—and what then? Should I try to rejoin the court as a lady? Try to get close to the king with another illusion? But I have less faith in my ability to carry that off than what I’m doing with my magic now.

      The king calls, “Next!”

      The mage candidate to my right steps out.

      This is it. I’m up next.

      I prepare for another flashy and disheartening show of elemental magic.

      But no. Oh. I’d almost forgotten that this man had been loudly boasting in the courtyard when I arrived. He’s sure that he’ll be the next weaver at court.

      He looks around my age, nineteen or twenty, and nobility is etched into every line of his lean body. Sun-bleached brown hair, a golden hoop in each ear. Narrow, suntanned pale face. I remember this mage candidate’s name, because he shouted it with his boast: Nikolai. And I remember how he looked at me in my plain coat, like I was of the earth, and he was of the sky.

      He holds his hands up dramatically, and the hairs on my neck stand on end. He’s going to do something dangerous, I can feel it, a sense of distorting reality all around me.

      Weaving can be subtle. Weaving can be profound. But weaving can also be profoundly dangerous if the weaver doesn’t have enough willpower to control the threads of reality he plucks into his own design. It’s why few people even attempt to learn weaving. Why my mother was absolutely livid when she’d learned I’d taught myself.

      No one wants to accidentally write a body part out of existence. Or explode the room around them as the pressures of reality try to right themselves.

      Does Nikolai have that kind of willpower? This could be the demonstration to capture King Torovan’s attention and put mine completely to shame.

      Does the king see what’s happening? Will he know this is far more dangerous than a mage juggling daggers?

      Nikolai begins to weave threads of reality together with precise control, his face tight with concentration.

      He braces against reality itself, creating a complex, swirling vortex of threads that only I can see—and Master Aldric, or any other weaver in the crowd.

      King Torovan leans forward on the throne. The first time I’ve seen him actually interested in the demonstrations.

      I bunch my fists at my sides but force my hands to open again. To watch as my future goes up in ash in front of me, all of my chances draining away.

      What is Nikolai building to? What reality is he trying to change?

      Then Nikolai grunts. I feel the shift as his willpower starts slipping.

      I hear one sharp, indrawn breath from the direction of the king, but my focus is wholly on Nikolai now, and the rapidly expanding threads of his woven reality.

      I see the moment they start to explode.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Approval

          

          Irava

        

      

    

    
      I once went out into a field outside my mother’s castle and tried to weave reality to make people pay more attention to me. It was foolish, I know. Trying to weave other people’s wills isn’t just morally wrong, it’s very dangerous. I was lucky to run away with only singed hair when my weaving inevitably exploded.

      I was lucky to have gotten away at all.

      Now, I watch Nikolai’s threads pulse, go out of sync, and start to fragment. His eyes are wide, and I watch in horror as he frantically tries to pull his threads back in, to exert his willpower over them.

      The king is on his feet now, and a nobleman beside him is trying to pull him back, as far from the out-of-control magic as possible.

      We aren’t very close to the king. But then, it’s not likely to be a small explosion.

      I have a moment, just a moment, to decide if I should run, or do…something.

      Master Aldric, the court weaver, is moving toward us, while the other mage candidates turn to flee, but the master mage won’t get here in time. Will he be able to hold the threads of reality where he is? To defuse the explosion?

      I don’t know. I don’t know if I should, or if I even can and still maintain my illusion.

      But I stay close to Nikolai and raise my own hands. I set the knot of my willpower that’s holding my illusion in place firmly into the grasp of my subconscious.

      Then Nikolai loses more control of his threads, and in a rush of acrid air, he’s engulfed in a brilliant burst of magical fire. He’s still fighting the main gathering explosion.

      I steady myself as all else fades around me. I focus on my willpower, and on the threads of reality in front of me, fraying and unraveling, seeking to snap back into place no matter the chaos that will cause.

      Reality doesn’t care if it kills a few bystanders.

      Reality doesn’t care if it kills a king.

      I reach out to the raging fire, deflecting the reality of heat from my arm and plucking at the shimmering, unraveling strands as though they were strings on a harp. One by one, I draw them away from Nikolai, pulling them into the only thing I can think of, the construct of a falcon I’d been planning before.

      The bird takes rapid shape in front of me, still glowing with an inner fire. I build its beak and wings and feathers until it flaps its wings restlessly and takes off for the rafters, its glow cooling now.

      Around Nikolai, there is only a thinning trail of smoke.

      I exhale, blinking, and look around me.

      The throne room is silent, so silent I hear the soft sounds of a crowd breathing. All eyes are fixed on me.

      Master Aldric, on Nikolai’s other side, is watching me with an expression I can’t read. Nikolai, still stunned, turns to look at me, then his look hardens into a glare.

      From the direction of the throne, I can feel King Torovan’s gaze also bearing down on me. He’s still standing in front of his throne, he didn’t flee. And he’s alight with tension, vibrating with it, even.

      It doesn’t feel like approval.

      “You,” the king booms. “What is your name?”

      Oh, gods. I didn’t expect him to speak to me directly, not yet.

      I run my sleeve over my fogged spectacles. “I”—and I have to search my mind for the name I gave when I signed up—“I’m Caleb Ailin, Your Majesty. From Insa.”

      Insa is a town near the border to Galenda. My Galendan accent, even an aristocratic accent for a scholar mage, is plausible.

      There are murmurs from the gathered courtiers, those who didn’t flee. They will remember my name, and that the king singled me out. Is that a good thing? I knew I’d need to stand out to be allowed to train at court, to try for one of the places as court mage. But I hadn’t wanted to draw this much attention.

      But now the king, and everyone else, knows who I am.

      King Torovan’s jaw clenches. Did he hear my accent? Does he think I’m lying? Does he think I’m a spy? Will he even thank me for saving Nikolai’s life?

      The way a slightly singed Nikolai is still glaring at me, I don’t think he will thank me, either.

      I bow my head, hoping to appease the king’s anger.

      “Your Majesty. I only meant to help.”

      “My mages had it in hand.” I hear the anger in his voice, and it burns in my core. Even saving a life, maybe saving many lives, and this tyrant isn’t happy. “You will refrain from using magic in this court unless it’s specifically allowed and supervised by actual court mages. Both of you weavers! Is that understood?”

      His words sting, but I swallow my retort. I’m not in my own kingdom, and a mage candidate can’t argue with a king.

      Torovan waves a hand. “Enough for today. They are all adequate enough to continue training. Master Aldric—make sure your weavers don’t cause any further trouble.”

      Beside me, Nikolai’s glare fairly glows.

      This isn’t fair. I wasn’t the one who started the explosion, I was the one who contained it. Can’t the king see that? That I just saved Nikolai and who knows how many other people? Maybe even himself?

      The king turns to one of his guards as the courtiers begin talking, but I have the uneasy feeling that his attention is still on me. I’d hoped to get close to him, but slowly, building trust over time. Not—not this. Saving a life is a better demonstration than conjuring an illusory falcon, but if it puts me in the king’s disfavor, does that matter?

      How many enemies have I made today, and why? Is the court of Barella so broken that saving a life is frowned upon?

      Or are they all just afraid of weavers, and Nikolai inflamed those fears? And I inflamed them, too, by showing that I could contain the magic.

      I don’t have any friends to rely on here. In this palace, I’m on my own. Not even my mother knows I’m here. My only safety is that if I can find a convenient corner, I can drop my illusion, and no one will know I was the mage who just defused a reality explosion.

      Should I run?

      But I don’t see everyone looking at me with fear. The nobleman beside the king catches my eye, gives a tight smile, and nods.

      I recognize him from my mother’s descriptions of the Barellan courtiers—tall and well-built, dark brown skin, with long dreadlocks clasped in gold tied back into a thick tail. He has a single diamond in one ear and is meticulously clean shaven. He must be Lord Valtair, the son of the former Minister of Finance and the king’s oldest and closest friend.

      As the candidates file back out of the throne room, I steal another glance at the king. He’s still turned away, speaking with his guards, but I can’t shake the feeling of his eyes on me. The disapproval in them I’d seen earlier. And maybe…something else. Had that been a flicker of fear? More probably, anger.

      A shiver runs down my spine at the thought of being at the mercy of a man like him, a man who seems to breathe anger.

      Is that my future?

      Not if I have anything to say about it.

      If the way to stop the treaty and marriage is to prove the king a murderer, then that is what I must do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Vigilance

          

          Torovan

        

      

    

    
      I hold my emotions tightly contained as I watch the mage candidate, Caleb Ailin, leave the chamber. His stride is upright, though he seems less sure, I think, than when he first walked in. All of the mage candidates are.

      “Well, that was a spectacle.”

      I don’t even turn. My best friend and advisor, Lord Valtair, saunters up beside me, his usual wry grin in place. But his eyes tell a different story.

      They always do.

      “So,” he says, leaning closer, “do you think the first or the second weaver was meant to kill you?”

      I snort. Though he isn’t wrong that I’m thinking of that. All of these mages are dangerous in their own right, yes. And all of the seasoned court mages are here to help if anything goes wrong, to protect me if anyone tries anything. This demonstration would certainly be a good place to try.

      I know how dangerous a weaver can be. Trained right, and with enough willpower, they can make or break kingdoms.

      But even I, with my own sorry excuse for weaving, can’t undo the death of my father. And I can’t seem to bend any of the reality around me to finding out who killed him. Or who here at court might want to kill me and my sister.

      “The first weaver overstretched,” I say, finally turning away from the retreating mages. “The second…overstretched in a different way. I don’t know if that’s ambition or…” I give a tight shrug. I’ve long since lost hope that people did anything out of the goodness of their own hearts.

      “I’ll keep an eye on him,” Valtair says. “But showing off or not, he saved lives. For that, he has my respect.”

      He grins, the smile not quite reaching his eyes.

      “He’s cute,” he says, low and right by my ear, “but in a rogue scholar sort of way. It’s the freckles, maybe. I like him.”

      I glare at him. Valtair’s preferences in men are well known, but though I’ve had some dalliances with men, I usually prefer women. I’ve betrothed myself to a woman, which is a political marriage, yes, but I will need to have heirs.

      Gods, I hope she is at least palatable, but I fear my luck ran sour a long time ago.

      But Valtair isn’t wrong that the weaver, Caleb Ailin, holds a certain appeal. The preciseness of his movements? The intensity in his eyes?

      I haven’t entangled myself with anyone since my father died. I’ve had no patience, no time, no appetite.

      But Caleb Ailin met my eyes when so few in this room ever would. Not now that I’m king. Not with the rumors circulating about me.

      Whether this mage candidate is attractive or not is irrelevant. I’m the king of Barella. I have no time to think about an affair that will never happen, with a mage candidate who might be gone tomorrow.

      He might have tried to kill me if he hadn’t decided to not let the other weaver candidate kill everyone else.

      So had he instead been trying to impress me? To gain my confidence? That could be just as dangerous.

      Only two of the candidates will ultimately remain at court, and the court mages seldom welcome weavers. They’re just too dangerous and volatile—too willful, because they have to be. When Master Aldric retires, the other mages will welcome the chance to not replace him.

      And I can’t have a dalliance because there’s my upcoming marriage—to a woman I’ve never met, from a kingdom that up until ten years ago tended to side with Barella’s enemies.

      The treaty was necessary, yes, with unrest around Barella’s other borders. But if my future wife finds out I was with a mere court mage after our engagement—no, mage candidate, even…well, do I really need another enemy in my court?

      Valtair claps me on the shoulder, and I stiffen. We’re still public and visible, and that’s not how you treat a king, even if he is your childhood friend.

      Valtair catches the look and shrugs. “Off to the next meeting, then.”

      My scowl deepens. Valtair has been on me lately about treating the people around me with more respect, but he doesn’t see that if I let the courtiers have an inch, they will take all of me and my soul along with it.

      As I make my way through the crowd to the side exit, I can feel their eyes on me, assessing me, sizing me up. Parting around me. They don’t see me as a person, but a king, a symbol of power to be used for their own gain.

      How can I ever relax again? A king can never relate to his subjects, no matter how lonely he feels. There is only ever vigilance.

      And this weaver who just saved a life by demonstrating that he does, in fact, have dangerous control over his magic? Over the very threads of reality around him?

      He must definitely be watched.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 5


          

          
            The Common Room

          

          Irava

        

      

    

    
      As I step into the mage’s common room, the warmth of the blazing hearth is a balm to frayed nerves. The air crackles with the buzz of too much magic in too contained a space, and the candidates buzz with…well, with whispers and looks at me and at Nikolai.

      Who is very definitely still glaring at me.

      Master Aldric settles himself in a chair by the fire, hands folded over the gnarled wood of his staff, his face unreadable. Orange ghosts from the fire play over his pale face. It reminds me too much of the chaos around Nikolai, just before he lost control of his magic.

      The other mage candidates form up in a circle around Master Aldric, and I take my place among them, ignoring the whispers and stares. Will this be the moment I’m dismissed? The king hasn’t dismissed me yet, though I’m sure Master Aldric can do so just as easily.

      I am, at least, used to whispers and stares, though I’d hoped to not have to deal with them here. I’d hoped, for a short time, to just be other than who I am.

      Maybe the whispers will follow me, no matter who I am.

      “Master Aldric,” one of the other candidates says, the one, I realize, who’d been to my left. The one who hadn’t had a chance to demonstrate his magic before the king.

      I brace myself.

      “Master Aldric, I wasn’t given the opportunity to prove my magic to King Torovan. The weavers decided to cut the demonstration short with their lack of control.”

      I want to say that it wasn’t my fault. That I might have saved this noble mage’s life. But I don’t. I’ve already called far too much attention to myself today. I have to survive at court long enough to actually get close enough to the king to find my answers—not that I’m sure at all that will happen now.

      At least Lord Valtair, the king’s friend, seemed to approve of what I’d done, if I could read approval in a nod.

      “Yes,” Master Aldric says slowly, “and you had no opportunity to make a fool of yourself, either, young Obrec. Count your blessings. Now—all of you, you’ve done well enough. And some of you were given grace⁠—”

      His gaze lands on Nikolai, and none too kindly. But Nikolai is still glaring at me.

      “Master Aldric,” Nikolai says, his voice deadly quiet. The other murmurs around us hush. “I petition you to dismiss this mage candidate, Caleb Ailin, as unfit to serve at this court. He sabotaged my⁠—”

      I flinch as Master Aldric bangs his staff down on the stone floor.

      “I wasn’t talking about the grace Caleb was given, Nikolai.”

      Nikolai swallows, but it isn’t fear I see in his eyes, but rage. He finally, though, turns his gaze from me.

      But now Master Aldric’s attention lingers on me, and I’m not sure his smile is kind.

      Sometimes, weavers can see other weavers’ work as it’s being woven. I usually can. But if I’ve set my willpower strongly enough, no one should be able to see that I have an illusion already in place. Not even, gods help me, the master weaver at the Barellan Court.

      He turns to look around at the rest of the candidates, and I breathe a little easier.

      “Today and these next weeks are as much a trial of your skills as of your discretion. To hold the position of court mage is to hold a position of power in this court. I will personally not recommend any mage who shows less than ideal discretion.”

      Nikolai opens his mouth again, and freezes as Master Aldric skewers him with a look that is definitely not kind.

      “That includes any mage born of any station,” the master says mildly. “This is a court in transition. There are many whispers about the death of the late king, most of which are not true. But just because something isn’t true doesn’t mean it isn’t dangerous. You would all do well to guard your actions, to only and ever be as upright as you can be. Any indiscretion—any—will be counted against you.”

      His gaze lands back on me, and I know the other candidates note this.

      I do my best to hide my own growing temper. Which has also never been ladylike.

      I saved Nikolai, and possibly everyone in the whole throne room, if Nikolai’s magic had been allowed to explode.

      But I did something unexpected. And I showed—gods, that’s what this is about—I showed I have power. I showed that I not only could contain the explosion of another powerful weaver but defuse it entirely. Before Master Aldric had a chance to do it himself.

      Or…

      My arms and neck prickle with heat. What if Master Aldric couldn’t have done it himself? I’d assumed, with his position at court, that Master Aldric would surely be more powerful than I am. But what if he’s just a very good politician? There are elementalists in my mother’s court who could hardly light a candle.

      A single weaver, if powerful enough, can rewrite reality. Not usually in large or lasting ways, but…it is possible.

      What if the king wasn’t angry with me, what if that fear I saw was him marking me as a threat?

      And what will happen, if I do decide I’ll marry him, if he finds out that his wife is a powerful weaver?

      I only barely listen as Master Aldric goes on to give us each the assignment of our quarters.

      We will, blessedly, each be given our own room.

      I’ll be safe at night when my illusion drops. I can make an illusion linger after I’m asleep, but it’s not as stable, and I’ve been worried about having to bunk with another—well, a man.

      But my thoughts through this dry speech are on my magic. I’ve never really tested it against anyone else. At first, because I taught myself in secret, but then because my mother forbade it.

      I know I’m a strong weaver. I know I’m good and solid in my willpower. Humility has never been one of my particular strengths.

      But I never thought that I might step into the Barellan Court and be the strongest weaver here. Or maybe the strongest mage at all. No other mage had been able to diffuse Nikolai’s magic.

      I don’t know whether to be excited about this or terrified.

      My body, with my sweaty palms and racing heart, settles on terrified.

      As the mage candidates file out to go find their quarters, Master Aldric calls me aside.

      I glance over my shoulder at the other candidates—Nikolai is still hovering. He has, thankfully, turned toward the fire to brood. But I have the absolute sense that the back of his head is still glaring at me, too.

      “I want to train you, Caleb,” Master Aldric says as I approach.

      I blink, because this isn’t what I expect. I expect a reprimand at very least, or more likely, that overdue dismissal.

      “You are one of the most promising weavers I’ve seen at this court, but with the willpower you displayed, you should have been disciplined enough to know that I would have diffused that situation if you’d only waited a moment more.”

      I bite my lip, then remember that’s not what a man like Caleb would do, and so square my shoulders instead.

      Nikolai hadn’t had a moment. In another moment, he would have been dead.

      But I nod. Because if I’ve made enemies today, I can certainly make allies, too.

      “I would be honored, Master Aldric.”

      I bow my head, and he nods graciously. He expected no other response.

      “Good. Then take this book⁠—”

      He produces a thick tome and hands it to me. I glance at the cover and feel my face heat. It’s a guide to court etiquette. I’ve read this book before—but Caleb Ailin likely wouldn’t have, being the village mage that he is.

      Is this a test? Does Master Aldric see something in me that he shouldn’t?

      But I take the book and bow again. “Thank you, Master Aldric. I will study this tonight.”

      His smile is grandfatherly now, and I don’t like it. There’s too much condescension there—and does he realize that I might be more powerful than he is?

      Of course he does.

      Have I just made a friend, or another enemy?

      He dismisses me with a wave and calls over Nikolai.

      Nikolai bumps hard into me as we pass, his shoulder checking mine. I might not be used to physical aggression, but I absolutely see the fight he wants to pick now. My shoulder stings from the blow, but I look down, ignore his provocation.

      Nikolai doesn’t look at me, either, as if he’s decided I’m beneath his notice.

      I’ll need to be careful. Nikolai’s mistakes, as a noble mage, won’t count the same as Caleb’s as a village mage.

      I’m starting to regret saving his life.
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      Every step is a battle as I stride through the palace corridors. I’ve been on this path and through these thoughts a thousand times before.

      My father’s death was ruled natural causes. No amount of investigation into his death has yielded any results, but I can’t give up. I’ve spoken to almost everyone in the palace at this point, and no one has given me anything new—only condolences and promises of loyalty that feel emptier by the day.

      Am I paranoid?

      Am I going mad? My mother seems to think so. She was the one who found my father in his bed, unable to wake up.

      A peaceful death, the court physicians said. No trace of magic, Master Aldric said. But my father was in his prime. No signs of ill-health whatsoever.

      And he’d been a week away from signing a decree that would put limits on the power of the nobility and give some of that power back to the common people. It had been his dream.

      I’ve had no time to think about that dream because I am absolutely sure that his death wasn’t an accident. I have a sense of…not quite magic, but a wrongness. How can I explain it to anyone else, let alone prove it exists, without being able to put words to it myself?

      But I can’t have murderers loose at my court. I can’t let my father’s death go unavenged. And I can’t bring a new wife here, or give my sister all the choices at court that she should have, without knowing my palace and kingdom are safe.

      I pause outside a door to a kitchen servant’s room, gathering my wits before knocking softly.

      The servant answers, her eyes widening as she sees it’s me standing there.

      “Your Majesty. I will help however I can.”

      I frown, because of course my investigation has preceded me, and that line felt rehearsed. The last five servants have greeted me similarly. And they’ve had time to prepare their stories—if they have any stories at all. If there’s any guilt to be found, and I’m not chasing after shadows.

      Princess Irava Anoran Varandre will be marrying a husk, a shadow, with more shadows all around him. Yes, it’s a strategic marriage. But I had hoped…of course I’d hoped for more.

      The servant stares up at me, her eyes wide, lips pressed tight. She looks like a doe caught in a bowman’s sights.

      How much longer will I keep doing this? How much longer will I torment myself, and the palace staff, when I know I will find nothing this way?

      Whoever killed my father wasn’t the staff. Maybe there were staff involved in the plot, but they weren’t the ones who’d thought of it.

      Still, I ask, “Were you in the kitchens the night my father was…the night my father died?”

      She shakes her head, but says, “Yes, Your Majesty. That is—that is where I work.”

      I stifle a growl. At myself, not at her. I should walk away now, but I press on. I have to. Every single corner must be searched, every person questioned. And I know by now they know all the lines of this game, but I can’t stop.

      I can’t stop.

      He was my father.

      “And—and did you see anything suspicious that night? Anything at all? Anything out of place, or out of the ordinary⁠—”

      “No, Sire!”

      She looks distressed, her hands up as if she must comfort me, and what sight do I give her if she’s so distressed on my behalf?

      She bites her lip and steps back, lowering her eyes. “Forgive me. Forgive me, Your Majesty.” A deep curtsy doesn’t cover her tremble.

      Gods take it all.

      I stalk away before I can do any more damage.

      Valtair has lately taken to hounding me for haunting the palace when I should be ruling the kingdom. The missives and petitions I have to read have certainly been piling up.

      It’s been four months since my father died, but though my mission hasn’t become less urgent to me, no one seems to care as much as I do. No one seems to want to.

      And the rumors that I was behind my father’s death and am running this investigation to cover for it are rampant these days. It’s almost worse than the pity I saw in the eyes of the staff, like the kitchen worker today.

      Almost.

      I see it in the eyes of those I pass, that uncertainty, that fear.

      Am I going mad, they wonder? Or am I a murderer?

      Or both?

      I glare back at them, daring them to accuse me to my face.
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      When I make it back to my study, I slump into the leather-backed chair behind the carved oak desk. Dryads frolic around the edges, too cheerful by far.

      There’s a knock at the door.

      “Enter,” I say, without looking up. Only one person would dare to knock with that alacrity.

      Lord Thaddeus Valtair steps inside, offering me his usual thin smile as he rights the feather on his hat.

      That damned hat.

      He sees my look and absolutely does not take it off. It’s become a game of late—him trying to provoke me and my ignoring it until I inevitably explode.

      “I heard you were haunting the kitchen maids again,” he says.

      I roll my eyes and sit up straight. “What do you want? I’m busy.”

      “Mm, looks like.” He saunters to my desk and pointedly flicks at the dust gathering on a stack of papers. “Tor, the only thing you’ve truly managed in the last months was that betrothal.”

      “It’s important for this kingdom to have an heir⁠—”

      He holds up his hands as he sits across from me, and finally does take off the hat.

      Maybe sensing that I’m not in the mood today.

      “Of course. Of course. But I’ve had no less than five—five now, Torovan—ministers approaching me, wondering when you will get to their proposals. The people would like to see their ruler actually rule, not brood his days away.”

      I lean forward, my chair creaking. “So what am I supposed to do? Whoever killed my father is still loose in the palace—or if it was an assassin, then whoever hired them. And they could do it again. To my sister, to my mother, to me.”

      Valtair waves a hand. “That’s not the point. That is fact. But—whatever this is you’re doing isn’t working. And you do have your wife coming in a few months, do you want her to get a ghost of a man when she comes here at First Harvest? Tor, will you even have a kingdom by then if you don’t actually do your duty as the king?”

      He’s sounding, in this moment, like his father, and if I tell him that he’ll storm out of here.

      So I shuffle the dusty piles on my desk.

      So many papers stamped with seals in the red wax of “urgent.”

      “I went to the court mage demonstrations. As you suggested. And look how that turned out.”

      He takes a long, long breath, and I know I’m pushing him too far, an argument we’ve had so often it has its own road.

      Valtair drums his fingers on the arms of his chair as he studies me. And I know I see worry in his eyes, but I can’t acknowledge it. I can’t look at what he sees in me that’s concerning him.

      I can’t fall apart.

      So I scowl, and he frowns back.

      “Tor. I get that you need to do this. But you need to go about it in a different way. This is getting nowhere, and your latest obsession with interviewing—no, make that interrogating—all of the staff is making everyone jumpy.”

      I shrug. He’s right that my investigation’s not working.

      And I’ve known it’s not working, but it’s the only thing left I can think of to do. I’ve exhausted every other trail, every other option. And giving up is not an option.

      The doctors found nothing to explain my father’s death, no marks, no obvious issues. No reactions when magically examined for poisons by an elementalist. His death was judged to be natural, but no one, especially not me, believed that. Not at first.

      Now…now, after so many months of nothing…

      Valtair sits back. We’ve known each other all of our lives—he’s the brother I never had.

      I know I’ve been unfair to him lately.

      And still I growl, “I will continue my investigation. The ministers can wait.”

      He ignores me and makes an airy wave.

      “I know you don’t want to bring Master Aldric into this again⁠—”

      “He found nothing the first time.”

      “Yes,” Valtair says, mostly patiently, “but we have two more weavers at hand now. They might be able to help us see--”

      “I’ve tried,” I say. “I’ve tried everything I know how to do. I can’t see anything that would indicate magic, so it has to be something else.”

      “Yes, but, very respectfully, Tor, you’re not as good a weaver as that mage candidate Caleb demonstrated himself to be last night. I’m not even sure Master Aldric could have done what he did--Aldric made no particular move to save that idiot showoff Nikolai, I’ve been thinking about that. And I really don’t like it.”

      In my focus on my investigation, I hadn’t thought much about Aldric’s part in the demonstrations—or lack of participation—but yes, Valtair is right. I’ve known Master Aldric for years, and though many people do seem to trust him, grandfatherly as he is, I…haven’t been as liberal with my trust.

      I don’t like the way he smiles at me, kindly and full of teeth. He knows I’m a weaver, though most do not. He trained me in what I know, and then very gently informed me and my father that unless I could find a way to strengthen my willpower to better hold my weavings in place, he couldn’t continue to train me. He said training me would be dangerous.

      I’m not sure I’ve ever quite believed that. Or did he feel threatened by my potential, could that possibly be why he pushed me away? Told me I didn’t have enough willpower?

      But what if it’s true? What if I don’t have the will? My inability to pull together more than the most basic illusions and constructs for moments at a time, all of them intangible, seems to support his assessment.

      My inability to find my father’s killer only strengthens that assessment.

      So how am I supposed to have enough willpower to hold together a kingdom?

      I’m ready to shove Valtair out and get back to not dealing with the papers piling up on my desk, when he says, slowly, “Why not see if this Caleb is someone you can trust?”

      I can’t trust anyone. Except Valtair, but he’s Valtair.

      “Caleb did save a life,” Valtair insists. “I know it’s a stretch, and I know it’s not ideal. I really do. But—Tor, you can’t continue this quest with no answers. Either you’ll have to admit that your father died of natural means and move on with your life, or get more unorthodox help. You can’t keep haunting the palace like a wraith, venting your anger and your grief, while you put your life and everyone else’s on hold.”

      My lips tighten.

      “I will keep that in mind.”

      He knows when he’s pushed too far, he knows I’m most angry when I’m still, but he’s never cared. He only rises, gives me a criminally horrible bow, then saunters back to the door.

      I narrow my eyes after him. I saw the way he looked at Caleb Ailin. And Caleb Ailin is…worthy of looking at. But Valtair has been in his own funk for most of this year, making a show of his various conquests at court.

      “If you take up with Caleb,” I say, then stop. I don’t know what I was going to say—don’t hurt him? Be discreet, because he’s a commoner and you’re the son of a count? That’s never stopped Valtair before. And that’s never bothered me before.

      Caleb Ailin, for all his fierce determination in unraveling Nikolai Metrial’s weaving, seems more genuine than most in this court.

      He met my eyes in the throne room. And that is something that few people have dared these days.

      Valtair stops at the door and rolls his shoulders. “He’s not my type, Tor. He’s adorable, but not my type.”

      I’m not sure that’s true, but he’s giving me space. For what—for what, I don’t know. If it would be scandalous for Valtair to take up with a common village mage, it would be impossible for a king.

      I sigh, dropping my head in my hands as the door closes behind him.

      Is he right about asking Caleb for help, though? Does this new weaver, who has enough willpower to both contain and unravel another weaver’s ambitious weaving, hold the key to the answers I need?

      I have to try. Gods help me, but I’m desperate, and I have to try.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 8


          

          
            The Great Hall

          

          Irava

        

      

    

    
      As part of our learning how to fit in with the court as mage candidates—and the other mages learning if we can—we eat our meals with the court in the Great Hall.

      I’m no stranger to palaces, and I’ve seen the Barellan throne room, but the Great Hall is something else entirely. It stretches out before me, a vast expanse of gray stone, marble accents, and gold that seems to drink in the sunlight streaming through the towering windows, taming it into shadows. Tapestries cling to the walls, and an entire wall of hearths roars, but they can barely keep the cavernous room warm. I only hope the weather will turn toward the spring mildness we should be having soon.
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