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Chapter One
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Zair shook his hair out of his face, looked into the oncoming storm and considered praying for a lightning strike. All he needed was one hard, hot lash to knock him out of the top of this old elm tree by the crossroads. He would be burned and dead before he hit the ground.

He wanted to run away, but where could he go? What could he do? He needed food and clothes and shelter. A half-grown boy with no parents or master to account for him would be snatched up and enslaved or tossed into prison. Or worse, when they found out who he was, his father would be penalized. There were laws that, as far as Zair was concerned, bound everyone, took away all their choices. The only road to freedom was to learn a trade. The moment he approached a craft master to become an apprentice, they would send him home. They wouldn’t take him without his father’s permission, and Korgan, headman of the village of Nayester, wouldn’t allow it. His sons had three choices: soldiering, working the family fields, or scholarly jobs, full of writing and tallying and giving orders to others.

Zair couldn’t lie and give a false name. The blessing band on his wrist, given at his christening, would answer the craft master’s question truthfully and give his name and his father’s name. The band was to help find him, if he was kidnapped, held for ransom or to extort favors from his father. Zair could almost laugh at the thought of being kidnapped by bandits. He would beg them to sell him into slavery over the border. Better than going home, to be bullied by his two older brothers and lied about by his two younger brothers. 

All his troubles started a year ago, when some crazy old seer tottered through Nayester, focused his blind, milky eyes on Zair and proclaimed him the last blood of the true king. Then his life seemed to slide into the midden. Now his older brothers used him for target practice and gave him all their messiest, most disgusting chores. His stepmother, Traysa locked him out of the house every chance she got. The only good change was that she wouldn’t let his younger brothers even mention his name, much less tell lies about him. As far as she was concerned, Zair didn’t exist.

Korgan used to look at him with sad eyes, and sometimes whisper, “Zenobia,” Zair’s mother’s name. But at least he had forced his sons to be fair to each other. Now, he always turned away as if his third son didn’t exist. Zair wondered if some wandering enchanter had been in a bad mood and threw a curse on him just for the fun of it. 

The oncoming storm slashed him in the face with icy rain. The tree whipped back and forth in the increasingly furious wind. It certainly felt vicious enough to carry him the eighty miles north and west to the border where the kingdom of Dorwain met the kingdom of Ambrecht. He wished the wind would pick him up and flung him across the border, completely out of Dorwain. 

In school today, he had recited the entire chapter on the heroic exploits of King Enzariad, as ordered. He hadn’t mispronounced a single word or forgot a single name of all the nobles of the king’s inner circle or his many enemies or the powerful enchanters who served him. Doric, the schoolmaster, had praised him. Then he compared Zair’s performance to his older brothers, Karl and Kayn. The twins were four years older than him, but only two learning levels ahead of him. They couldn’t punish Doric for embarrassing them, so Zair was their target.

Blue light flashed and crackled on his wrist. Zair yelped, wincing, momentarily blinded. His blessing band tightened and grew hot.

It pulled him downward.

He wrapped his arms tighter around the tree limb. An invisible force yanked his arm backward, then twisted him around, so he spun off the limb altogether. He flailed and grappled at the branches and leaves that slapped him and tore at his face and clothes as he plummeted downward. The blue light around his wrist glowed brighter.

Branches seemed to swing upward to meet him, slowing his fall, bouncing him to the right, then the left, then downward again. To land face-down in ankle-deep mud. His left wrist slammed hard onto the massive, upthrust root of the elm with a loud crack that sent black sparkles through his head. Zair arched upward, shrieking the pain, and landed on his back, cracking the back of his head against another root.

He lay crooked, gasping, staring blindly into the rain that slipped through the leaves. Gray haze spun inward from the edges of his vision.

“Found him!” a man called, his voice half-muffled by the drumming of the rain and the hissing as it slid through the leaves.

“Idiot,” another man growled, as the gray haze filled Zair’s eyes and spun him downward. “Not going to earn us any of that gold if you half-kill him before the princess can even get a good look at him.” A big, rough hand rested on the side of Zair’s head. “Don’t you worry, lad. We’ll get you fixed up.”

Zair tried to speak, but all he could manage was a bubbling in the back of his throat.

“No, no, lay still. Surprised us, you did, coming down out of the sky like that. Guess the seeking spell was stronger than we thought. You’ll be just fine. Where’s that mending charm?” he growled, the kindness of his voice turning hard and sharp for a moment. “Here we go, lad. You just go to sleep, and when you wake up, we’re going to take you on a grand adventure. Yes, we will.”

~~~~~
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ZAIR WOKE SEVERAL TIMES. Enough to figure out he was riding in a dark, enclosed wagon. The two men were close by in the darkness, talking in hushed voices about rewards, and what they would do if “the boy” was too tall or too short or too muscular or his hair was wrong. He felt too dizzy-sick to do more than wonder if he was “the boy,” and why he was too tall or why his hair was wrong. Then he fell back down into the spinning haze.

Once he woke up when one voice cursed and warmth wrapped around his wrist. He got his eyes to focus enough to see silver sparks dance along the thin braid of metal. His father was seeking him through the band. Now he knew he was in trouble. An ache started up in the back of his head where he felt somehow both splintered and mushy. 

A man pounced on Zair out of the darkness and wrapped a long strand of glowing red beads around his wrist. Smoke swirled up, smelling rotten-sour, and the blessing band glowed brighter. So bright, Zair had to close his aching eyes. The beads scorched his wrist. A loud pop-crack shot through his head, making it throb.

“Huh. Nasty bit of magic there,” the other man said. “Don’t you worry none, lad. Broke the magic. You don’t have to worry about them finding you and dragging you back to some boring old life in that muddy old village.” He stroked sweaty hair off Zair’s forehead, his touch surprisingly soothing. “You just do what you’re told and win the nice, cushiony job waiting for you, and we’ll all be a lot better off. Us and the whole benighted kingdom.”

“How much better off will we be?” the first man muttered. “Gotta get the illusion settled on him before that rotter sees him. One look and he’ll know the rightful blood is ready to leap into his chair. Who they gonna hang up to feed the crows first? Us!”

“That’s assuming Joben reads the ancient chronicles,” his partner snapped back. “Gotta know what Zared looked like to know what his heirs look like.”

Zair flinched at mention of the long-dead hero king’s name. His head spun, but his body felt like it stayed still, and even got heavier, sinking down through the floor of the wagon. Joben? Were they talking about the king of Dorwain?

“He doesn’t need to. That’s what he’s got all those counselors and magicians for, to read and think of things for him. All we have to be worried about is Nostrados seeing the boy, getting suspicious, and seeing through the disguise.”

“That’s assuming he’s chosen. If he doesn’t die on the way.”

Zair tried to speak, but the pressure of questions made his head ache so much he couldn’t seem to open his mouth. The blessing band tightened around his wrist, to the point of sharp pressure. Then he heard the snap-sproing of tight-bound metal breaking apart. A bluish spark flashed behind his closed eyelids, then he fell into darkness that sucked him down and spun him around.

Even the realization that his blessing band was gone, meaning his father could never track him with magic and bring him home, wasn’t enough to wake Zair.

~~~~~
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HE PARTIALLY WOKE TO glimpses of torchlight and shuddered at the angry groaning of wood and metal. A deep breath brought him the scents of dirty wool and straw. Moving his head just a little brought the greasy-scratchy feel to his cheek and chin. He was wrapped in the wool. The clop-suck of hooves on muddy gravel changed to a sharp clatter and splashing as the horses crossed pavement. Then they stopped.

Rough, strong hands picked him up and handed him to others, who slung him over a wide shoulder like a sack of grain. Booted feet thudded on wood, and the jerking and rising sensation made him think he was being carried up a tall flight of stairs. Zair tried to go limp. He didn’t like that shoulder digging into his belly.

Big hands gripped him and swung him up and then dropped him down on a thick mattress. He bounced twice. He gasped, and someone chuckled. A different voice than the ones that had accompanied him in the darkness. More hands yanked the cloth off him, making him roll over onto his stomach. He lay still, wondering if he could convince his kidnappers he was still asleep.

“Fine,” a rough-voiced woman said. “Lay there all day for all I care. But I’ll be taking away your breakfast as soon as it gets cold.”

Breakfast? His stomach twisted and grumbled as if the word had been a trumpet call for a battle charge. He hadn’t eaten anything since the noon meal before going to the schoolhouse. The churning in his stomach changed from nausea to hunger.

Another woman chuckled. “Heard that. How old are you, boy?”

“Thirteen.” Zair peeled his eyes open, fighting sticky grit that tried to glue them closed. He wedged his arms under his chest and pushed up. His head no longer ached and punished him. He lay in a bed big enough to hold him and his four brothers. Taking a deep breath and bracing himself, he rolled onto his back and sat up.

The two women stood at the end of the bed, arms crossed, studying him the way he saw merchants study the bales of wool in the market at sheering time. If he had been kidnapped, had they bought him? For what? Why?

“Come eat,” the second woman said. She looked about twenty years younger than the first woman. Both wore livery, matching deep yellow blouses, black skirts, black vests, their hair caught up under severe black caps. Zair’s head ached from trying to remember which noble house had those colors.

All he could think was that some nobleman had decided that Headman Korgan had done something to offend him, and he had taken his middle son to punish him in some way.

“Food?” the second woman said and gestured across the room.

Zair scooted to the end of the bed and carefully slid off. He stumbled when he realized that not only were his boots gone, but someone had put him in new clothes while he slept. He wore black and yellow also. How was he going to escape and find his way home, when he looked like a servant boy? Nobody would believe him if he asked for help. They would just assume he was a runaway. They would probably whip him before they sent him back to his new master. Without his blessing band, he couldn’t prove who he was. Not that he really wanted to be sent home to be squeezed between the bullies older than him, and the whining, lying brats younger than him.

He stumbled two more times as he crossed the floor to the table set up against the shuttered window. His legs threatened to fold from the fear spilling through him.

What was worse, he wondered as he settled into the chair. To go home and get beaten by his father for worrying him, and by his stepmother for losing his clothes, and trying to escape the beating the twins had decreed for him? Discovering that no one cared he had been gone half a day? Or trying to escape and failing, and earning brutal punishment?

Then the aromas of the hot food on the table filled his nostrils and he really looked at his breakfast. No one ate like this at home. Was all this really for him?

Maybe he didn’t want to go home?

Stupid question. Who wants to go back there, anyway?

In all the legends and stories of heroes, who had ever just run straight home after being yanked away from everything they knew? The soldiers and warriors and lost princes and heroes had always stayed to fight and solve riddles and mysteries, then returned home in triumph with treasures. 

This was the best breakfast he had ever eaten. A full bowl of porridge, rich with butter and honey and cream. A far cry from the scrapings of the pot, if his brothers left anything at all. Two boiled eggs. Two sausages as long as his hand. Hot cider. Stewed fruit. 

He would have enjoyed it more if the two women hadn’t watched him the entire time with narrowed eyes.

When he finished his breakfast, the taller, younger one surprised him by nodding and letting out a “hmph” that sounded surprised. “This one has fairly decent table manners. And he knows what a napkin is. You’re not playing a nasty trick on us now, are you, young’un?”

“Ma’am?” Zair sat up straight and clenched the napkin he had just wiped his mouth with.

“He doesn’t belch, either, and he knows to say ma’am to his betters,” the other woman said. One corner of her mouth quirked up like she might smile. Maybe in a few days.

“Who taught you good table manners? That saves us some time. We don’t have to start by turning a piglet into a boy, and then a boy into a gentleman so he can serve as a Shadow in all the fussy places the prince doesn’t want to go.”

“My stepmother whacks us with a ladle if we eat with our hands and belch and don’t say please and thankee,” he said after a moment of thought.

That earned a slightly larger hint of a smile.

“Can you read? Can you write? Cipher? Read maps?”

They asked more questions, back and forth between them. They sounded like the new schoolmaster when he showed up two years ago and sorted the village students into groups by learning attained, rather than age. Zair had gotten thumps and slaps for two weeks after that by his two older brothers, because he performed a level higher than either of them in reading and ciphering. By the end of the questioning, he learned the older woman was named Gresibel, and the younger was Tonia.

He answered their questions, then had to prove he could indeed do all the things he said he could. At that point, the two men they called Gabe and Ward came in with two large leather trunks full of books, and emptied them on the second, longer table in the room. The four took turns picking up books, opening them, and slapping them down on the table in front of Zair to read aloud to them, and sometimes even explain what he had read, to prove he understood it. Four times, he had to dig through a stack of maps and find the kingdoms or cities he had read about. Several times, they tugged the books out of his hands and gave him a slate and chalk and threw numbers at him, to prove he could add and subtract and multiply and divide.

“If you think about it, all this book-learning is just a waste of time. When will they ever ask the prince to recite his lessons?” Gabe said, his voice pitched soft so Zair suspected he wasn’t supposed to hear that.

By this time, the two men had spoken enough, Zair recognized them as the voices that spoke to him in the darkness of the wagon. Why had they kidnapped him? Why had they chosen him, wanted him badly enough to use a seeking spell?

Magic wasn’t easily come by in Dorwain. The schoolmaster didn’t talk much about magic, except to say that those with magic in their blood had been driven out of the kingdom several generations ago, and those who practiced magic now earned it, created it, with powders and potions and charms. Zair had overheard the schoolmaster grumbling with older men of the village, about how all the surrounding kingdoms could rise up and swat Dorwain flat without any effort, because they still had blood-born enchanters and great libraries of books of magic, and the Enchanters Court still listened to them. Dorwain had forfeited the right to be heard or helped. Zair wanted to know why, but he knew better than to ask questions about magic, or let those grumblers know he had been listening to them.

“And what happens if someone suspects a Shadow is wearing his clothes and sitting in his chair? They will ask questions just like this, if they have their doubts. The better the Shadow can mimic him, the fewer the doubts, and the safer both of them will be,” Gresibel said, just as quietly.

Zair bit his lip to keep from asking what a Shadow was, and concentrated on the mathematics problem Tonia had given him. They confused him, calling him a Shadow, and a moment later indicating he wasn’t a Shadow just yet. Was this something he had to prove he was smart enough to do?

If he could eat more meals like his breakfast, and sleep in a huge bed all by himself and didn’t have to go home and face his brothers’ scowls and slaps and pinches and whining and lies ... maybe he was starting to like this adventure Gabe had promised him.

After a few more questions, the four left him alone with the pile of books. Gresibel even chuckled and patted his shoulder and said he could read any of them he wanted.

The midday meal was just as wonderful as breakfast. Hot, watered spiced ale and fresh bread, warm, with melted, sharp cheese on top, and three thick slabs of juicy beef. Zair thought about the meal that would have been waiting for him at home, to be snatched between chores and washing up to go to lessons. Usually, bread with cheese or spicy vegetable paste, a mug of water, maybe an apple.

The storm returned, midway through the afternoon. Gresibel and Tonia seemed pleased. They talked with Gabe and Ward, but he couldn’t make out the words through the rumbling of thunder and soft hammering of the rain. He focused on the book he had chosen, a collection of stories about the Enchanters’ Court and how through the ages enchanters and sorcerers and wizards and seers had intervened for the protection or healing or rescue of kingdoms all over the world. Zair wondered why a book like this hadn’t been destroyed, like magic books had supposedly been destroyed during one of the purges. The kings of Dorwain couldn’t deny that the Enchanters Court existed, or that people were born with magic in their blood in other kingdoms, but they could and did work to keep the common people from knowing the truth. As he read, the boy wondered if nobles had different libraries than what the village schoolmasters had. Maybe nobles were born with magic in their blood, and they had the means to hide all signs of that magic, to keep from being either enslaved or murdered by the magicians and wizards. That was one bit of lore about magic that everyone knew, despite efforts to keep the knowledge of it under the control of the throne. Wizards and magicians earned their magic and created it through powders and potions and spells. Enchanters and sorcerers were born with magic in their blood. Any child could become an enchanter, just by being born one, but wizardry required years of training and practice, and the permission of the throne.

Zair had just finished a story about how an army of bunnies led by a werewolf princess defeated a team of cruel wizards. Gabe stomped into the room, picked up one of the leather trunks, and dropped it on the floor by his chair.

“Time to pack up and go, lad. This storm is the perfect cover for our journey.” His smile had just a flicker of nastiness to it. He reached over and snatched the book from Zair’s hands. He dropped it into the trunk before the boy could even open his mouth to protest.

A chill that had nothing to do with the wet weather outside crawled through Zair. In silence, he got to work putting the books in the trunk. Ward joined them with the other trunk. He tossed Zair a cloak far too big for him, when the chore was finished. The boy hesitated.

“So you don’t make the mistake of thinking you can run away,” Ward added, and caught hold of Zair’s arm. A brief flash of fire wrapped around his wrist, wrenching a gasp of pain from him. It solidified into a red band of what looked like glass, as thick as his thumb.

“Don’t make the mistake of thinking that we trust you, just because you’ve been quiet and obedient,” Gabe said. “Shows you’re just a little too smart, waiting your chance to break free. Well, lad, there’s no breaking free. You’re in the king’s service now.”

“If he lives long enough to become a Shadow, and for however long that lasts,” Ward grumbled under his breath, and stomped out of the room.
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Chapter Two
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“The king? King Joben?” Zair rubbed his wrist. The band still felt warm, and it itched.

“Who else?” Gabe bent and heaved one leather trunk up onto his shoulder and stomped out of the room.

Zair turned, watching him go, and saw Gresibel and Tonia in the doorway. They were both wearing cloaks and carrying covered baskets.

“Time to go, boy,” Tonia said. She smiled softly and stepped back, gesturing for him to go out through the door.

“Where are we going?” Zair picked up the ends of his too-long cloak and followed Gabe. What else could he do? He had the awful feeling this band wouldn’t tingle or pinch if he disobeyed, like his blessing band had done when his father summoned him. It would burn.

“Does it matter?” Gresibel said.

Zair opened his mouth to shout, “Yes, it matters,” but stopped with the breath still in his chest. It didn’t matter, because he wouldn’t be able to escape. Knowing where he was wouldn’t do him any good until he could break free.

“What’s a Shadow?” he asked instead. “Why do I need to become one?”

“All in good time. Now, hush,” Tonia said. She gripped his shoulder as they reached the end of the dark hall, and they headed down a long flight of stairs. 

Gresibel tugged up his hood, pulling it far forward so it covered his face and all he could see was a bit of the floor. Sounds came to him, partially muffled by the cloak. Men’s voices. The thud of tankards on tables. Feet slapping and thumping on wooden and stone floors. The scrape of wood on wood, likely chair legs across the floor. Then the smells of ale and woodsmoke and roasting meat. Zair guessed they were in a tavern. Then Tonia guided him to turn right. A door opened, letting in wet, cold gusts of air and the sound of the rain grew louder. Metal wheels rattled and scraped on cobblestones and shod hooves thudded and clattered, and a coach rolled up in front of them. Zair pulled back his hood enough to see it, enormous, glistening black and dripping wet, with leather flaps tied down across the windows. Gresibel yanked on a lever, opening the door and dropping folding steps down to the ground. The bottom of the coach was higher than his waist. The wheels stood taller than him, taller than Gresibel. Zair climbed up, through the door. Two small oil lamps hung from the ceiling of the coach, showing two wide, cushioned benches facing each other, several covered baskets in the middle of the floor, and shelves near the ceiling on either side, filled with blankets and pillows. 

Zair chose a seat and sat down. He thought about pulling off the cloak, but Gresibel had been a little too concerned about making sure he was covered. He didn’t want to know what she could do if he made trouble. Not after the ache of the band Ward had put on him. The two women climbed up after him. They settled on the bench facing him. Gabe shoved first one, then the other leather trunk into the coach after them, partially blocking the door, then slammed it. The coach tipped slightly and bounced, and Zair guessed the man had climbed up to the driver’s seat. Gabe called out, reins slapped and snapped, horses snorted, and the coach jolted slightly as it moved forward.

Flickers of light slid by along the narrow gaps between the leather covers on the windows. The echoes of the coach wheels clattering and splashing, and shod hooves ringing on stone proved they rode through a town. A large enough, prosperous enough town to have paved streets on more than just the main thoroughfares. Zair leaned back on the bench and gripped the edges of the cushion and listened. They weren’t in his home village. Nayester had only two paved streets, and none of the three taverns sat on them. They also didn’t have second floors where people could rent large rooms and hide a kidnapped boy. He had no way of knowing how far they had taken him from home, how long he had been unconscious, before he woke in the tavern.

Zair relaxed, despite himself, when the echoes changed, revealing they had driven out into the open. No more buildings close enough to bounce back the sounds of horses trotting through the rainy night.

“What does the king want me to do?” he asked, when both women visibly relaxed. They had worn that watchful, alert, wide-eyed expression that his stepmother always wore when officials came to their village and stayed in their house. He wondered if they feared someone would criticize and mock and make demands beyond the rules of hospitality.

“You get to dress and act like a prince,” Tonia said. “Won’t that be fun?”

“What’s wrong?” Gresibel said, when Zair flinched at the word, prince. Her eyes narrowed. Did she think he had done something wrong?

Zair shook his head. How could he explain that his father hated that word? The surest way to get Korgan icily furious was for the twins to tease Zair that he was the “little prince,” accuse him of thinking he was smarter and better than everyone else, and then challenge him to run away to the capitol and demand the king step down from his throne. Dayl and Doret had used the word just once, when Zair wouldn’t share a packet of three boiled sweets the headmaster had given him for making perfect marks on recitation day. They had run shrieking into the house, tattling to their mother that Zair was selfish, and he thought he was a prince and didn’t have to share. Korgan had snatched up both little boys by their collars and shook them and growled and ordered them to never, ever use that word. That was the only time Zair could ever remember his father and stepmother arguing about anything. They had gone for a long walk, and when they came back, Traysa was white-faced. Either fury or terror, Zair couldn’t tell. For months after that, he heard her asking Korgan to send him away, or they were all doomed.

Well, he was away now, wasn’t he? And not likely to come home.

Maybe someone had heard one of his brothers refer to him as a prince, and somehow that had come to the king’s attention? Rumors were constantly whispering through the country about hunting down and slaughtering descendants of other kings, to quash their claims to the throne. Zair could believe that the king would kill a thirteen-year-old if people referred to him as a prince. So why wasn’t he dead, killed long before this? Of course, his father never let the word be used, so what chance of the king hearing it? Zair had always thought that his father was more worried about the danger to the rest of the family, and didn’t care about him, specifically. Maybe someone at the end of this journey could explain it to him?

~~~~~
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THEIR COMPANY OF FIVE traveled ten days, heading west for three days, then northwest four more. They crossed the border out of Dorwain, north into Ambrecht. Zair only knew that because he overheard his four keepers discussing how to deal with the border crossing officials, when they stopped midway through their seventh morning on the road. He lay still on the bench, wrapped in his cloak, the lanterns turned down so low they were mere orange dots in the gloom. As always whenever they approached a checkpoint on the highway or had to make a stop, Gresibel opened a pot of ointment that made the interior of the coach smell like someone had been vilely sick. Whenever they made stops, and someone looked into the coach, Ward had told him to pretend to be sick. If they spoke to him, he was to moan and make heaving noises. 

Zair did what he was told because he knew what would happen if he didn’t. On their second day of travel, he had been cranky enough to snap back at Ward when the man told him to do something. The next moment, Zair lay on the floor of the coach, gasping for breath, feeling as if his hand had burned off and his arm was just a charred, painfully tingling stump. He didn’t want to go through that again. 

The rest of the time during their journey, the pot of ointment was closed up, the window covers raised slightly to allow in fresh air, and the lanterns turned up bright enough for reading. Gresibel encouraged him to read any book he wanted from the two trunks. Zair gladly dove into the histories and fables that livened up otherwise boring recitation of facts and figures and battle descriptions and genealogies. He kept his mind and his imagination busy so he wouldn’t be any more afraid and angry than he already was.

On the tenth day, Gresibel stunned Zair by fully opening the leather covers on the windows. Sunlight and fresh air spilled into the coach. It took all his self-control not to lunge for the windows and lean on the frame to look out. What he could see from his seat revealed an open plain, with nothing but an undulating landscape in fall hues, grass and trees and moss and mud, as far as the eye could see. Nothing but landscape, and their coach following a thin ribbon of gravel road. Totally alone. Zair understood why this change came. It didn’t matter if anyone could see into the coach, and see him, because there was no one to see him but his captors.

Sunset spilled crimson and purple and amber across the landscape when the rumbling of the coach wheels changed from the grinding hum and rattle of gravel and packed dirt to the higher-pitched grinding and rhythmic clicking of bricks under them. Zair looked up from his book, his eyes aching from trying to focus on unusually tiny print. Gresibel and Tonia leaned out of the windows on the right side of the coach, studying what lay ahead, with something like cringing anticipation. Were they afraid? Maybe they were so glad to get out of the coach soon, they looked forward to whatever happened next, even if it was bad?

The coach slowed. Zair slid the strip of cloth he used as a bookmark into place and closed the book. He thought about asking if he could keep reading it later, but his keepers had discouraged him asking questions over the entire journey. Was this their destination? It didn’t look like any of the waystations or custom houses or taverns where they had stopped along the way. Would he have a chance to run, now that they had come to the end of the journey? How far and how fast would he need to run to get out of the reach of the magic that controlled the band on his wrist?

The coach turned, and gradually a sprawling manor house came into the frame of the window next to him. Zair held still, waiting, wondering what waited for him inside that house. He had accompanied his father and older brothers on enough visits to officials and minor nobles of larger villages and towns, he knew servants should be waiting at the door to welcome them. Yet the main door remained closed. No one looked out any of the windows. Maybe this huge house was empty of people?

Or maybe nobody came out to welcome them because they weren’t expected, or maybe even weren’t wanted?

The coach kept moving, rather than slowing to a stop at the bottom of the wide stairs leading up to the main doors of the house. Zair leaned forward, watching those doors, as the coach kept moving, following the curve of the elegant driveway, going all the way to the far end of the house. It turned to go behind the house. Of course. Servants never came through the front doors like a guest. He knew that, even though his family had never had servants. As his stepmother often remarked, that was what children were for.

No one came to either welcome them or simply watch them arrive. The coach stopped. Gresibel gestured for Zair to wrap his cloak around himself and pull his hood down, as always. She gripped his shoulder, guiding him through the door and down to the ground. A door into the manor house opened before them. He couldn’t see who had opened it. She guided him inside, down a short, dark hallway that ended at a cross hallway. Gresibel turned him right, and after ten steps they went up a wide flight of stairs. They climbed to the fourth floor. Zair tried to calculate how far they had gone into the house. The top of the stairs opened onto a long hallway. He saw two doorways on the hallway to the right, and two on the left. Gresibel released his arm and gestured with her chin for him to go to the left.

One door stood open. He went inside. It was a sitting room, with a fire pit in the center of the tiled floor. One door stood open on the opposite wall. He glanced back at Gresibel and she gestured at the door. Zair went through. The next room had two long tables and shelves built into the two facing walls that didn’t have doors. They were full of books and inkwells and lanterns. A second door opened off this room, opposite the door he had entered through. This led into a short room with three doors off of it. Gresibel went ahead of Zair and opened each door in turn. One was a washing room, with a long bathing tub. A cauldron sat on a high stand over a firebox, with a spigot to fill the tub. One wall was filled with shelves of towels and jars of soap powder and scrubbing brushes. Two doors led into bedrooms. Gresibel stepped into one and put down the basket she carried. She turned to face Zair.

“The other is your room. I imagine dinner will be brought up to us soon, but there should be time for you to wash and get comfortable before that.” She nodded toward the third door when Zair didn’t move. “Go on.”

“What’s going to happen now that we’re here?” he asked.

“We wait.” She shrugged and pulled her hood down off the back of her head. “You will be tested. I doubt you will meet the other boys. I should hope we don’t have to meet the others while we’re waiting.”

A shadow of something sad, maybe even fearful, seemed to pass over her face. Then she gestured again at his bedroom door. 

“Go on with you.”

Zair did as he was told, because he had no other options. He wished he could ask where they were. He wished he could ask how to get back to Dorwain, and why they had come into Ambrecht, and what exactly he would be tested on. He didn’t, because of the feeling that filled him with a sick kind of cold, and twisting in his belly. He wondered why he hadn’t felt like this until now.

He raised his hand to push the bedroom door open, and the band fell off his wrist. Dull brown now, it no longer glowed. It hit the tiled floor with a thick sound, like a lump of frozen, wet cloth. Zair stood on the threshold, looking at the band that had stopped so many words and actions in the last ten days and shivered a little. Other than his blessing band, he hadn’t really seen or touched magic until now, with this band. He suspected it had fallen off because it was no longer needed. He couldn’t escape this place. Maybe the band had kept him from feeling afraid until now?

Zair didn’t like magic. Until now, he had always liked the stories with all sorts of magic spells and enchanted rings and talking beasts that helped the hero solve the riddle or break the curse. But hadn’t the last ten days proved that magic wasn’t always pleasant? 

He gave the band a shove with the toe of his boot. It hit the doorframe and shattered into dust that melted into the tiles. Zair stepped into his room and closed the door. He sat on the bed and looked out the window, and watched the sun setting, far off in the distance across the plain.

~~~~~
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OVER THE NEXT THREE days, Zair caught hints of voices elsewhere in the house. He heard men and women speaking in hushed tones, and rapid footsteps, but if there were other boys in the house, he never heard their voices. Gresibel had mentioned other boys. Zair supposed that they didn’t speak any more than he did. They probably weren’t allowed out of their suite of rooms any more than he was.

On the fourth day, someone knocked on the door of the sitting room, startling Gresibel and Tonia. They looked at Zair, who was sitting on the floor by the fire pit, reading. Gresibel had been writing in a journal and Tonia was knitting something in bright, cheerful shades of blue and green. The women seemed to have a conversation just in those few seconds their gazes locked together. Several drops of sweat rolled down Tonia’s forehead as she got up to answer the door. Gresibel bent down and tapped Zair’s shoulder and gestured at the door into the study room.

He picked up his book and went into the next room. He listened for voices as Gresibel closed the door behind him but heard nothing. He set his book on the table and sat down and waited, counting, and reached two hundred nineteen before the door opened.

A skinny man with thinning red hair, spectacles perched on the tip of his snub nose, and dark green robes came into the study room. He carried a thick book clutched to his chest and settled into the chair at the other end of the table from Zair.

“Well, young man, I hear you are a rare one who likes to read. Why don’t we start with you telling me about the one you’re reading now?” He flicked his fingers at the book Zair had put down, still open, on the table.

The man opened his book and took an inkwell and several quills from the shelves. He made notes as he and Zair talked. He asked questions and Zair answered them. 

When Zair started to ask if this was the testing Gresibel had mentioned, the man shook his head and raised a hand to stop him.

A kindly, weary smile lit his face, and he said, “No, sorry. Now is not the time for your questions. Maybe later. If there is a later. Pray to A’theosius, there is indeed a later.”

Then he asked another question. And more after that. He asked Zair how many of the books packed in the leather trunks he had tried to read, and if he had looked at any of the books on the shelves in this room. They discussed each book in turn, and Zair couldn’t figure out a pattern for any of the questions. They changed from book to book, so he could never guess what he needed to remember.

Zair realized early on he was being tested even more thoroughly than Gresibel and Tonia had tested him that day they first met. The first time the boy couldn’t give him an answer, the man didn’t seem upset. Maybe he even looked pleased. Or was that relieved?

“Well, you have something to learn, don’t you?” He sat back and rubbed at his temples with his thumbs and seemed to sag a little in his chair.

“Sir?” Zair braced for the man to bring out a whip or rod, like some officials had done to men in the village who didn’t please them. Or who, as his father had remarked later, proved they were smarter than the officials.

The door into the study room opened, and Gresibel and Tonia joined them. They exchanged questioning, clearly worried glances with the man. He tipped his head toward Zair and sighed. He didn’t smile, exactly, but something passed between the three of them and the atmosphere in the room felt lighter. The two women stood a little taller. The lines around their mouths and eyes smoothed, just a little. Enough to be visible.

“We’re all in a tricky sort of situation, lad, but I think if we work together, we will all ... well, perhaps the best we can hope for is to survive in relative comfort, if not prosperity.” He shrugged. “If you are chosen, I will be your tutor.” He chuckled when Zair stopped breathing, and his eyes got wide as he stared at the man. “If that frightens you, then you show more perception and alertness than many who consider themselves your superiors. What’s your name?” He chuckled when Zair goggled at him a moment. “They didn’t tell me. You’re not really real until I pass on my report to Lord Antrifari, so why let you have a name?” He shook his head, sighing. “I am Pendrake. A third-rank scholar and scribe to the Council of Lords. Any other boy would call me Master Pendrake, but considering the masquerade you will soon play ... likely if you address me in public, you would merely call me ‘scribe,’ or use my name. We will start you on a solid footing by having you address me as Pendrake. And you are?”

“Zair, sir.”

“Hmm, not noble enough. Short for Zarethus? Zaruman?”

“Zared, sir.”

“Ah.” Pendrake again glanced at Gresibel and Tonia. “Dangerous, do you think?”

“It’s an old enough name, we can hope that the increasing disdain for book-learning, the neglect of history, will block anyone who isn’t friendly toward us from making the historical connection,” Gresibel said after a few moments of frowning thought.

“Why is my name dangerous?” Zair tamped down a spurt of anger. He was tired of no one answering him.
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Chapter Three
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“Six generations ago,” Pendrake said, softening his voice as if he didn’t want anyone outside the room to hear, “King Zared ruled. He was a good, generous ruler, and an enchanter of truly noble and humble character. Rare among those gifted with great power. Considering the lengths to which King Joben’s ancestor went, to eliminate the rightful king’s heirs, being named for that king could be considered a declaration of rebellion. Or a claim to the throne. Let us hope that standing in the very shadow of the throne will make you invisible.”

“If he is chosen,” Tonia said. 

“Why wouldn’t he be? Look how similar the boys are. The expenditure of magic necessary to carry off the illusion will be minimal,” Gresibel said.

“Yes, but just because the boys look alike now doesn’t guarantee they will remain so as they grow. What if they don’t grow at the same rate? As children grow, their hair color and texture, their complexions, their muscle tone all change. If the boys don’t participate in the same activities, learn the same lessons, master the same skills, eat the same food ... it will require more and more magic to keep them mirror images of each other,” Pendrake said. “Enemies of the throne can sense the expenditure of that much magic, constantly adjusting to meet the need. Despite the paucity of true magic in Dorwain.”

“What boys?” Zair said. He wanted to slam his fists on the table, to startle them, to fight the sensation that he was invisible.

“You and Prince Anwir,” Gresibel said with a sigh. “You are among a select group of boys who could be entrusted with guarding his life.”

“One of five boys, now,” Pendrake said.

“Five?” Tonia’s cheeks paled. “I thought there were eight.”

“Three have been ... sent away as inadequate.” He shook his head. “We are all safer knowing as little as possible. The princess risks her own safety, trying to intervene for the innocent ones.”

“A’theosius guard us, guide us,” Gresibel whispered.

“Chosen for what? To be a Shadow?” Zair asked. “What is a Shadow?” he hurried on, when Pendrake’s nod struck him as reluctant.

“A decoy. A distraction. A defense,” Pendrake said. “To be royal is to be a target of brutes and bullies, those who want power they don’t deserve, and those who want to reclaim power unjustly taken from them. A Shadow takes the place of the royal who is in danger.”

“To die?” His voice cracked.

“You will take intensive training, lad, to ensure you will not be easy to kill.”

“If he is chosen,” Tonia said.

“But who is Anwir? I’ve never heard of him,” Zair said. “I’ve only heard about Prince Naldon.”

That began his first lesson in the tangled stew of the royal family and the politics of the kingdom of Dorwain.

Prince Anwir was grandson to King Joben through his daughter, Princess Jillian, born to his first wife, Countess Megha. She was the daughter of a merchant. No one cared back then that Joben hadn’t married a nobleman’s daughter, because he had four older brothers and several cousins standing between him and the throne. He simply wasn’t important enough for a nobleman to offer his daughter to him.

Joben’s father was the third son of the previous king. Between him, his five sons and the throne were King Jessel, the oldest brother, Prince Jaquin, the second-born son, and their twelve sons and daughters. Thanks to a plague that swept through Dorwain soon after Jillian’s birth, half the royal family was wiped out. Subsequent ill-advised military campaigns and revolts in outlying provinces over the next ten years resulted in the deaths or disappearances of the remaining cousins, their children, and anyone else with a claim to the throne within four generations. Including Joben’s older brothers and their children.

Megha died soon after Joben took the throne. Rumors said she had been poisoned to make way for a more acceptable, noble-blooded queen consort. Joben sent Jillian away to her mother’s relatives in Ambrecht, ostensibly to protect her from attempts to cleanse the royal bloodline. His next two wives died without producing living children. Joben’s fourth queen gave him one son, Naldon.
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