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June-July, 288 M.E. 

Wet, white flakes drifted down on the central courtyard of Diernemynster, oblivious to the fact that the Summer Solstice was less than a week away. 

“Snow,” grumbled Moira Darrow, brushing flakes from the shoulders of her new bright green cotton dress. “Snow in June. What in the Void is this?” 

This wasn’t the first time she had seen snow in June while at the hillichmagnars’ retreat in the mountains of northern Myrcia. In fact, it seemed to happen at least once a year, thanks to the high altitude and the howling winds coming down off the Cruedruan plateau. But she still reserved the right to feel aggrieved about it, all the same. 

She was finished with her work for the day in the library, and she had intended to go straight back to her room and finish a rather steamy Annenstruker novel she had found on the New Acquisitions shelf. But the snow gave her a perverse desire to defy nature and remain outside, even if her legs and arms were getting numb and red from the cold. 

“I’ll take a walk,” she thought. “If I go fast enough, I’ll keep warm.” 

Rounding the guest dormitory, she intended to walk down to the old forge past Leofe’s Fountain. But as she got to the far side of the building, she heard someone crying, and she went to investigate. Partly because Moira really did have a heart, whatever her Lareowess—or mentor—might say. But partly because she was pretty sure she knew who was crying. 

Sure enough, it was Kaia Fen. She and Moira still weren’t entirely friends, but in the nearly two years since Kaia had come to Diernemynster, they had come to appreciate each other, almost in spite of themselves. The small woman had her dark hair pulled down to make a kind of curtain around her face, and what little remained uncovered she had concealed with a handkerchief. 

“Hello. Are you alright?” Moira asked. “I can leave, if you like, but....” 

“No. Don’t go. I was thinking how my...my wedding should have taken place two years ago today.” She lowered the handkerchief, and Moira saw a glimpse of wide, reddened eyes under the dense hair. “You think I’d get used to it, wouldn’t you? But I haven’t. I’ve been thinking maybe I should leave here.” 

Moira sat next to Kaia. “It must be very hard for you. Enni Takala and I got taken away from our families when we were 12. Sure, we were giving something up, but only in theory. I can imagine what my life would have been like, but it’s just that—my imagination. You had to give up something real.” 

Kaia was an Efterlit, a sorceress whose powers had been discovered only after she had already reached adulthood. Moira’s mentor, Lady Jorunn, sometimes hinted that this made Kaia dangerous and unpredictable. As far as Moira could tell, however, it mostly made Kaia sad. 

“Why should I bother staying here?” Kaia asked. 

“I know Enni and Hira and Margus all like you. And...you know...I like you, too.” 

“Yes, but beside your ‘Picnic Club,’” said Kaia, “what’s the point in staying?” 

Moira asked herself that same question at least once a week, whenever the urge to walk away from Diernemynster struck her. So, she gave Kaia the same answer she always gave herself: “The longer you stay, the more about magy you learn. You can always leave next week, or next year, or a decade from now. When you do, you’ll know more than you know now.” 

“Oh.” Kaia frowned, then slowly nodded. “You know, that is a good point. The more I know, the easier it would be to make it on my own.” 

They shared an awkward hug, and Kaia said she needed to get back to the kitchens. Moira watched her go, then continued on her walk. As she headed away from the guest dormitory, however, she heard an upper-floor window shut, and she looked up to see a vague figure looking down at her, obscured by the reflection in the glass. 

Someone was up there and must have been eavesdropping on her and Kaia. 

She wasn’t the least surprised, then, when she returned to her own dormitory and found Lady Jorunn waiting for her in the first floor common room. Her ladyship beckoned Moira over to one of the couches. When Moira was seated, Jorunn gave her a cup of tea and a very severe look. 

“I have been speaking to Caedmon,” she said. “He was meeting with a visiting Immani scholar in one of the guest parlors today. He told me the most remarkable story.” 

Caedmon Aldred was a legendary hillichmagnar who had served as advisor to the Myrcian kings for centuries. Evidently, he was the one who had overheard Moira’s conversation with Kaia. 

“Is that true?” Jorunn asked, after relaying a perfectly accurate summary of what had passed between the two young hillichmagnars. “Did you really tell her that she ought to stay for now because then she will know more when she eventually does choose to leave?” 

“Yes,” said Moira, hanging her head. “I know, I know. I probably should have said something about the Will of Earstien, or something like that.” 

“No. Quite to the contrary. What you said was very wise. Assuming we ignore its fallacious premise, which, if carried to its logical conclusion, would mean that Kaia could never leave Diernemynster at all. But setting that aside, it was very good advice, and it had precisely the desired effect. Kaia is now happy to remain here a little while longer.” 

“Thank you...I think,” said Moira. She braced herself for a lecture. To her surprise, though, Jorunn’s scowl dissipated and became something almost like a smile. 

“Caedmon and I have been very impressed with your recent behavior, Moira. Ever since your trip to Rawdon this past winter, you seem to have a newer, more mature view of life. Caedmon has therefore asked if you and I would like to accompany him when he returns to court in a few days.” 

“To court?” gasped Moira. “You mean...to live at the Magnarhus at Wealdan Castle? To see the king and queen and give them advice, and—” 

“Your role,” said Jorunn, with a touch of her usual severity returning, “would be to observe quietly in the background and learn the business of advising royalty. Just because the queen happens to be your old schoolfriend does not give you license to insert your opinions where they are not needed. Do I make myself clear?” 

“Yes, ma’am. Absolutely, ma’am.” Moira jumped up, nearly overturning her teacup. “And I heard Keira had her baby a few weeks ago.”

“Keira Byrne, Duchess of Keneburg, is a very important noblewoman, and her health is delicate. You must not overexcite her.” 

“Of course, of course. Should I start packing now? Yes. I’ll go start packing now!” 

It took her two full days to pack with the help of Kaia, Hira, and Enni. Lady Jorunn, exasperated, told Moira, “There is little point to this, as we will need to buy you a new wardrobe when we reach Formacaster,” but Moira enjoyed choosing dresses and shoes, anyway. And then, on the morning of their departure, she had to leave half of everything behind, because Caedmon (who had only a small knapsack) declared they would need to “travel light.” 

At the first inn, on their first night on the road, Moira asked if she could send a message ahead to her friends Matilda, Queen of Myrcia, and Keira, Duchess of Keneburg. But Lady Jorunn refused to let her send even a quick note. 

“You are not visiting in a private capacity. You are part of the official delegation of magysk advisors to the crown. Any communications with the royal family or with the senior nobility must come from Caedmon, the head of our delegation. Or from me, acting on his behalf. You are here to learn, nothing more.” 

A few days later, after Moira had suffered through a number of similar warnings, she finally asked, “Am I really not going to be allowed to talk to anyone at all?” 

“Stop being melodramatic,” said Jorunn. “You may speak to whomever you wish while we are at court. However, you must take extraordinary care to ensure that people know you are not speaking on behalf of the Freagast of Diernemynster or Caedmon. Or me, either.” 

“Are people likely to make that mistake?” Moira asked, a touch sardonically. 

“They might, if you are not careful. Or they may deliberately misconstrue something you say in order to place Caedmon in a difficult position. Here is what I mean. Imagine a nobleman comes to you and asks if you can help get his son a place at court, perhaps as one of the gentlemen of the king’s bedchamber. What would your answer be?” 

“I...I suppose I’d tell him I would have to talk to Caedmon about that,” guessed Moira. 

“If the nobleman were a genuinely honorable man, he would thank you and then take his case to Caedmon. But our nobleman is probably not very honorable, because he is a creature of the court. He knows you have no authority to grant him his desire. The only reason he would ask you is so that he can later pretend you gave him some assurance or promise that his request would be fulfilled.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“Our devious nobleman will go to Caedmon. Or better yet, to the king himself. He will say, ‘Lady Darrow promised me that my son would be a gentleman of the bedchamber. I have already spent a great deal of money to bring my son to court and buy him new clothes. He has turned down other advantageous offers of service so that he could come here and serve your majesty.’ Now Caedmon and the king will feel obligated to give the boy the job—a job he is probably not suited for in the slightest.” 

“So, what am I supposed to say?” 

“If someone asks you for a favor, make it very, very clear you have no authority and are only at court to observe and learn. Never say, ‘I will ask Caedmon,’ or ‘I will speak with Jorunn about that.’ Never give the impression that you are willing to act as an intermediary on someone’s behalf. However, if anyone asks you to do this, immediately come and tell me or Caedmon. Thus, we will be forewarned and forearmed.” 

Moira couldn’t resist. “Is this something you learned from personal experience, ma’am?” 

Her mentor’s face turned red. “What? Is this...what? I, um.... That is neither here nor there, Moira. I don’t know how you always manage to miss the point so thoroughly. Don’t make me regret allowing you to join this delegation.” 

They arrived in Formacaster on a bright, scorching-hot July day. Nearly all Moira’s clothes turned out to be far too warm. She sweltered through the official welcome ceremony in the great glass-domed Palm Court of Wealdan Castle. Afterward, her friend Keira Byrne found her and brought her a glass of chilled Argitis. 

“Are you alright, dear?” asked Keira. “You looked like you were going to melt up there.” 

Moira took a long drink of the cool, refreshing wine. “I’m such an idiot. I’m wearing double-layered wool underwear.” 

“Then take them off and stick them behind those ferns,” said Keira, winking. “Wouldn’t be the first time a girl lost her knickers in the Palm Court.” 

“I think I’ll manage,” Moira assured her. Taking a step back, she studied her old friend’s face, which still bore distinct lines around the mouth and eyes, but was looking a bit fuller and pinker than it had the previous winter. “How are you feeling?” 

“Loads better!” exclaimed Keira. “Caedmon has me on a new potion.” She shuddered. “It tastes like piss. Or at least what I imagine piss would taste like. But I feel like I’m 16 again. I really do!” 

“And you had your baby! It’s...a girl? Right?” 

“Little Mildred. Finn said I should stay home with her. Actually he meant that he wants me to stay home with him. But I told him I had been home long enough, blast it all.” Keira rubbed her hands eagerly together and looked around the Palm Court. “I couldn’t wait to get back here, where all the fun is.” 

“Me, either!” said Moira. “You know, Lady Jorunn warned me not to overexcite you.” 

“Well, this talk of your double-layered underwear has me plenty excited already,” said Keira. “Come on, there’s Fenwick Stansted. Let’s go have a drink with him!” 

They barely had time to say “hello” to Fenwick, however, before Lady Jorunn swooped in to collect Moira. “Caedmon is speaking with the Tartuvian ambassador. Go attend to him.” 

“Attend to him? Um...what am I supposed to do?” 

“Bring him a drink. Then take a few steps back, watch, and learn.” 

Moira did as she was told. She noticed that Caedmon was very patient and very smart, although she had known that already. Mostly she learned that the Tartuvian ambassador had a vast supply of dull stories about times he had gone hunting and almost shot something. She was so bored she nearly fell asleep on her feet. 

That afternoon, Lady Jorunn took Moira to some of her favorite seamstresses in the cloth market. The privy council would be meeting to formally open a new session later in the week, and Moira had to have clothes that would not, in her ladyship’s words, “embarrass Diernemynster or yourself.” 

Jorunn was getting new clothes, too, and Moira couldn’t help noticing that when Jorunn chose a bright green silk for her own dress, she would pick a slightly duller color for Moira’s. Jorunn’s dresses were cut a bit lower in the front. Jorunn’s dresses had thin lines of embroidery to accentuate the thinness of her waist. Moira’s did not. 

When Moira pointed this out and asked if she could have similar embroidery, one of the seamstresses said, “Oh, my lady, you don’t need anything like that. You’re so slim and attractive already.” 

Jorunn turned as green as the silk of her dress and scowled at Moira. Later, as they made their way back up to the Magnarhus, she said, “I will spare you, if I can, from the noxious attentions of certain young gentlemen at court. You may look elegant; you may look refined. But you must never, ever seek to appear ‘attractive.’” 

The following afternoon, Queen Matilda held a little party in the castle garden. Keira Byrne seemed as lively as ever, at least at first, running around and organizing little games and contests for everyone. After an hour or so, however, she grew tired and came to sit by Lady Jorunn, who slipped her something in a tiny glass vial. She disappeared inside for a while and came back out looking a bit gaunt and drawn. 

Moira hurried to her side. “Are you really sure you’re fine?” 

“Who, me?” Keira giggled. “Oh, I’m perfect. Never better. Let’s go talk to Matilda. She’s the one who should be taking potions, not me.” 

Her Serene Majesty, who had not taken much part in the more vigorous games, like Going to Oasestadt and rounders, lay slumped on a low wicker couch under a grape arbor, while some of her ladies-in-waiting fanned her. 

“I’m so exhausted all the time now,” she moaned. “I’ve been up late all this past week helping Edmund prepare his speech and the agenda for the council meeting. And I’ve got these parties to plan.” She sat up, hand over her mouth. “Oh, but I don’t want to imply that having friends here is an imposition. Especially not the two of you.” She held out her hands. Keira and Moira each took one. 

Matilda went on. “Oh, please don’t think I’m a bad mother, but the worst of all is keeping an eye on the nursery all the time. Ethelred is.... Oh, he’s a lovely boy, but he’s just turned 8, and that’s a very...active time for a boy. Or so Edmund says. And when Ethelred has his little cousin, Fransis, over to visit, and little Brandon Dryhten, too, it’s...a bit overwhelming. Ethelred is the leader, because he’s the oldest, and the three of them....” Matilda let out a long sigh. “And then there’s dear little Baby Edgar, too. I spend as much time with him and Ethelred as I possibly can.” 

Keira rolled her eyes. “That’s what nurses are for, my dear. You need to learn to trust your staff.” 

“But Edmund is counting on me to supervise all these things,” said Matilda, frowning. “I can’t let just anyone do my job.” 

“It’s no wonder you feel like you’re being run ragged,” said Keira. “You’re doing the work of a privy councilor, a chamberlain, and a mother. That’s three jobs at once.” 

“I could help,” said Moira. “I don’t mind.”

“Oh, could you?” asked Matilda. “That would be so kind. I really need to go see Edmund again, because I’ve had an idea about his new road-building initiative, and if he likes my idea, he can include it in his speech. So, Keira, you can see to things here at the party. And you, Moira, can run up to the nursery and see that the boys haven’t done anything ghastly, if you don’t mind.” 

Moira had been thinking that she could help with the party, too. But if Matilda needed someone to go up and look after three small children, then Moira would do it. 

One of the ladies-in-waiting showed Moira up to the royal nursery on the fourth floor. When they got there, they found the nurse and two housemaids trying to quiet little 7-month-old Edgar, who was crying about something or other. 

“He’s teething, the poor dear,” explained the nurse. 

Moira wasn’t quite sure what to do, but she knew a simple spell to take away minor pains, so she recited it and ran a finger over the fat, red-faced little boy’s lips. Edgar stopped crying instantly and looked up at Moira with big blue eyes. Then he grabbed her finger and tried to eat it. 

“Well done, my lady,” said the nurse with a curtsy. “Normally I slip him a little whiskey, and that quiets him right down. But today he seemed to only want her majesty, his mother, and he wouldn’t be comforted. I won’t say a word against her majesty, but I do sometimes wish she had more time to spend here in the nursery.” 

Moira was about to say that Matilda had seemed to think she spent a great deal of time in the nursery—too much time, in fact. Perhaps that was a matter of perspective, though. Moira certainly didn’t know enough about mothering to say whether Matilda saw her children often enough or not. And even if she had known, she would never have wanted to think her friend wasn’t perfect at everything she did. 

Somewhat coldly, then, Moira said to the nurse, “Her majesty asked that I look in on the other children, as well. Where are they, precisely?” 

The nurse pursed her lips, then said, “Well, his royal highness, Lord Fransis, and Lord Brandon are in the playroom. But they don’t really need much supervision.” 

Moira went down the hall alone, leaving the lady-in-waiting with the nurse and the housemaids, who were now trying to sing nursery rhymes at little Edgar in ragged harmony. 

The playroom wasn’t hard to find. Light poured in from a tall bank of windows that overlooked the city of Formacaster. Toys ranging from stuffed elephants to rocking horses to wind-up clockwork soldiers were lined up on shelves along one wall. Other shelves held books with bright-colored covers. Toy shields and tin helmets hung by the windows, and assorted wooden blocks filled a chest by the entrance. 

For a few moments, Moira could only stand in the door, stunned by the wonder of it all. Her parents had been fairly prosperous farmers, and she and her siblings had never wanted for toys and games. But they could never have dreamed of something like this. 

A part of her—the part that had learned to enjoy her small apartment in Diernemynster, where luxuries were frowned upon—wondered about the wisdom of raising the future leaders of Myrcia surrounded with such complete excess. But again, she didn’t want to believe her friend Matilda would do anything wrong. So she decided there was nothing wrong with having this many toys. No doubt it made it easier to share. 

Then she heard voices coming from another chamber—the bedchamber, presumably—on the far side of the playroom. High, boyish voices pitched downward in an attempt to sound a little more grown up. 

“No, Brandon, you take this one. Fransis, you carry the food. I’ll carry the bow and arrow, because I’m the best shot.” 

“Do we need helmets?” came another, higher voice. 

“Of course we need helmets,” scoffed the first voice. “Can’t join the army without helmets.” 

A third voice, slower and a bit more thoughtful, said, “I think if we join the Immani army, they will give us helmets.” 

“Oh, sure,” said the first voice, with breezy confidence. “But what will we wear until we get to the Empire? Huh? Didn’t think of that, did you? If we’re caught out in the rain, you don’t want your head all wet, do you? So let’s all take a helmet, and then I think we’re ready to go.” 

Three boys trooped out of the bedroom, marching in step like soldiers. In front came a lanky, brown-haired boy carrying a backpack, a bow, and arrows. Next came a slimmer, darker fellow whose knapsack was crammed full of food. Bringing up the rear was a slightly worried-looking boy who had a bag full of blankets and pillows nearly as large as he was. 

They didn’t see Moira at first, in the shadows by the door. She knew them, though. She had met them the previous December at Rawdon. The boy in the lead was Ethelred Sigor, crown prince of Myrcia. Next was his first cousin, Fransis Sigor, heir to the Duchy of Newshire and son of Moira’s friend Egbert Sigor. The last boy was Brandon Dryhten, heir to the Duchy of Leornian. His Aunt Elizabeth, now Duchess of Severn, was another old friend of Moira’s from school. 

Ethelred started pulling down tin helmets from their hooks by the windows. Then Brandon looked around, spotted Moira, and gave a little yelp of surprise. 

“Hello, boys,” she said, curtsying. “Your royal highness, your mother asked me to come see how you were doing.” 

“We’re doing...fine,” answered Ethelred, giving her what he must have thought was an innocent smile. “How are you, Lady...er...I’m sorry, I forgot your name.” 

“Lady Darrow,” said Fransis and Brandon, almost in unison. 

“Oh, right,” said Ethelred brightly. “We were about to, um...go play in the garden, Lady Darrow.” 

“Your mother is having a party in the garden,” said Moira, putting her hands on her hips. “And if you’ll forgive me, your royal highness, I heard some mention of joining the Immani army.” 

“We’re going to tell them we’re older than we are,” said little Lord Fransis. 

Ethelred stood a hair under four feet tall. The others, though they were two years younger than him, were nearly the same height. 

“They’re not going to believe you’re old enough to join the army,” Moira said gently. “Though I’m sure you are all highly qualified and your valor is unequalled.” 

“I told you that wouldn’t work,” said Fransis, turning to frown at Ethelred. 

Moira walked over and drew a smoked sausage from Fransis’s pack. “Also, it’s nearly four hundred miles to Terminium from here. This isn’t enough food to last you all that distance.” 

“Well, you see,” said Ethelred, “we’re going to hunt along the way.” He looked at his bow—clearly a toy—and for the first time, his confidence and defiance seemed to falter. 

“The food is much better here,” said Moira. 

She took some cheese and bread from Fransis’s pack, then went over to a little table by the window. With a few deft cuts from a segmentation spell she had learned in her Picnic Club days, she had a small pile of sausage and cheese sandwiches. The boys eyed them suspiciously until she took one herself, and then they fell upon them, devouring them in minutes. 
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