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PRINCESS LYRIANA CAME TO CASTLE WAVERLY two months after I turned sixteen. That meant fall was setting in: the trees were red, the roads were muddy, and when Jax and I sat in the abandoned sentry tower on the eastern wall, passing a skin of wine back and forth, we could just barely see our breath in the air as we talked.


“Well, Tilla? Any sign of them?” Jax asked. He was slumped on the ancient stone of the tower’s floor, his back resting against the waist-high wall, while I sat just above him on the edge of the parapet, my bare feet dangling over a hundred-foot drop. It was midafternoon, but the sun was hidden behind a gray blanket of clouds.


I squinted out at the gap in the sea of treetops where the road emerged from the redwood forest. The feast began in just a few hours, and we’d already seen most of the guests arrive: the Lords of all the minor Houses, riding proud amid their hoisted sigils, and the leaders of the Zitochi clans, clad in cavebear furs, looking massive on their shaggy, horned horses. There was still no sign of the guests of honor, though, the Princess and her uncle. That seemed right. When you’re that important, you make everyone else wait for you. “Just a few more minutes. I promise it’ll be worth it.”


“Uh-huh,” Jax said. “Pass the wine.”


I leaned over and dropped the skin into his broad, callused hand. We shared the same mother, a castle servant named Melgara. Neither of us had known her, since she’d died birthing me when Jax was two, but she’d given us the same wavy auburn hair and pale, freckled complexion. But while Jax’s father had been a traveling soldier who’d given him a square jaw and a strong, dimpled chin, mine was Lord Elric Kent, head of House Kent, High Lord of the Western Province, Very Important Man. I had his face: lean, pointed, all high cheekbones and sharp angles. And I had his eyes: narrow, bright, sparkling green. A visiting Lady had once called them “aristocratic,” and I’d coasted on the happiness of that compliment for weeks. Mostly because I’d thought it meant “pretty.”


“So, this Princess.” Jax took a swig of wine and passed it back to me. “Think she’s good-looking?”


“Oh, I’m sure she’s gorgeous.” I grinned. “And I’m sure she’s just dying to have a roll in the hay with a mop-haired, sweat-smelling stable hand.”


Jax turned up his head in mock offense. “I happen to think I’m ruggedly charming.”


“And I happen to think you’ve got horse shit on your boots.”


“What? No! That’s just…That’s just mud!” Jax craned his head down and sniffed. “Oh. Nope. You’re right. Horse shit.” He rubbed the sole of his boot on the stone wall’s edge. “Speaking of which, you gonna come by the stables anytime soon? Lady Dirtmane misses you.”


“Her name is Enchantress,” I said with a smile, but avoided his real question. Truth is, I hated riding in the fall. It reminded me too much of being a little girl, back when I’d been my father’s only child. Fall was when he was home the most, so we’d go riding together all the time, and he’d shown me the fog-shrouded forest and the beautiful black-sand coves and the ruined shrines of the Old Kings, the ones we were supposed to keep secret from the Lightspire priests. Those rides were my best memories of childhood. Possibly my whole life.


Then that beady-eyed wife of his, the one who called me a parasite, had popped out a daughter for him. A real daughter, not a bastard like me. We went on rides less and less. And one day we stopped going on rides at all.


Just in time to pull me out of that terrible memory, the trees at the edge of the forest shook with the thunder of dozens of clopping horseshoes. “Hey!” I shouted to Jax. “They’re here!”


Jax instantly popped up alongside me, and his spyglass was already in his hand. The big liar was totally still interested.


The first men to step through the trees were royal footmen. They were even more impressive than I’d imagined: tall and fit, their faces hidden behind shining mirrored masks, their armor covered in intricate silver serpents. They marched in lockstep and held high banners with the sigil of the Volaris Dynasty: a luminescent tower glowing with inner light, with a blackened sword on one side and a blossoming elderbloom on the other. Four ivory white horses trotted after them, their manes billowing softly like fresh snow. They pulled behind them the fanciest carriage I had ever seen, with a rounded canopy and gold inlays on the frame, jostling along the road on polished, gleaming wheels.


“Oh, come on,” Jax muttered. “Is the Princess in a carriage? Am I not even going to see her?”


I elbowed him in the ribs and kept staring. What was it like in there? Was she wearing a dress made of glistening silk? Did she get to sit on fluffy pillows and eat bellberries and sip fancy sherry? Did a handsome, shirtless servant fan her with a giant leaf, oil dripping down his chiseled abs?


The carriage kept rolling, its mysteries unanswered. A dozen more footmen marched behind it. And then, once they’d all walked on, a lone horse rode out from the trees, with a single rider on its back.


“Whoa,” Jax whispered. “Is that…”


“Rolan Volaris,” I whispered back. Archmagus of the Royal Mages. The King’s brother.


Unlike everything else in the procession, there was nothing ornate about him. His horse was a plain black mare, he rode in a leather saddle, and he wore only a simple gray robe. But I still couldn’t take my eyes off him. Rolan’s skin was a pure, rich black, darker than anyone I’d ever seen. His gray hair was shaved close to his scalp, and a neat silver beard framed his mouth. Even in the hazy light, I could make out at least a half-dozen Titan Rings on each of his hands, gold bands with ancient gems set in them, glistening like a rainbow.


More amazing than anything else, though, were his eyes. They burned turquoise, impossibly bright, like they weren’t just reflecting light but making it, two smoldering stars set into his face. He looked like something ancient and powerful, hiding in a person’s skin.


“Bow to the King or die by the Ring,” Jax muttered.


I scowled back at him. Since when did Jax quote the rebels? “You shouldn’t talk like that,” I said. “Not when he’s here.”


“It’s not like he can hear me,” Jax said. “Wait. Can he hear me? Is that a mage thing?”


“If it is, I’ll make sure to speak at your funeral. ‘Here lies Jax the stable hand. The only surprise is that it took seventeen years for his big mouth to get him killed.’” I stretched out my arms, and the muscles in my lower back flared with pain. That was probably my fault: I’d spent the last three nights sleeping on the hard wooden floor of Jax’s room. Not a great idea, I know, but it’s such a hassle to sneak back into my room after a night partying with Jax’s friends.


“Hey,” Jax said, glancing up at the sky. “It’s the first night of fall. Sky should be clear tonight. When you’re all done fancy-pantsing it up at the feast, you wanna head down to Whitesand Beach and do our thing?”


“Sure.” I smiled. According to Jax, he only had one memory of our mother: sitting by her side on a white beach, gazing up at the sparkling Coastal Lights in the night sky. One year when I was five or six and feeling exceptionally sad, Jax snuck me down to the beach, and we hung out there all night, looking up at the Lights together. We’d lain there, side by side in that soft, shimmering sand, and he’d sung me the lullaby she’d always sung him, “The Mother Bear’s Kiss,” and promised me that as long as those pretty green ribbons twisted in the stars, everything would be okay. Ever since then, going to the beach when the Lights came out had been our little tradition, our way to remember our mother. It was silly and sentimental, especially since I’d never even met her, but hey, it was what we had.


The tower bells clanged five times in the distance, and my smile curdled. “Ugh. I gotta get going. I’ve only got a few hours to get ready for the feast.”


“I’ll walk with you. We’ve got a few good sips of wine left.” Jax glanced down at the stairway leading to the tower’s base. “Tunnels?”


“Tunnels.”


The tunnels were our not-so-secret secret. Everyone at Castle Waverly knew that during the Golden Age, when the West had been its own Kingdom and not just an occupied Province, the Old Kings had built a network of hidden passages underneath the castle, connecting the various quarters; my ancestors used them to hide from Zitochi raiders, and later, during the Great War, to ambush invaders from Lightspire. Most people thought the tunnels had long collapsed or been filled in. When Jax and I were little kids playing hide-and-seek, we’d stumbled upon a cracked hexagonal tile in a larder in the Servants’ Quarters, and discovered that a handful of the tunnels were still around. Well, still around in the loosest sense. They were dark and dusty and filled with rubble, and most of them led to dead ends. But there were still a few that went to hidden exits, like the heavy hexagonal stone that slid aside at the base of the eastern watchtower. The tunnels were perfect for sneaking out to see Jax and his friends in the middle of the night, or for getting lost whenever Headmaiden Morga decided I was overdue for an etiquette lesson.


Besides. Why would I ever walk across the courtyard like a sucker when there was an awesome hidden tunnel I could sneak through?


A few minutes later, Jax and I walked side by side through the narrow corridor, its earthen walls lined with jutting tree roots. Jax, one of the tallest guys in the stables, had to duck low to keep his shaggy head from bumping into the ceiling’s lower jags. I held my Sunstone, a gift from my father, and its soft white light lit our way. My ancestors, the hardened Kents of yore, would’ve made their way through by flickering torchlight, but who was I to turn my nose up at the latest and greatest in Western innovation?


“So. You’re really going to that feast tonight,” Jax said as he tossed me the wine skin. “I bet that’ll be fun. Putting on a fancy dress…having your hair braided…whispering ‘Thank you, m’lord’ when Miles kisses your hand…”


I sighed. Kissing Miles, the bastard of House Hampstedt, had stopped being a fantasy ever since we turned twelve and he tried to woo me with a sonnet, got an asthma attack, and threw up on himself. The fact that I’d just sprouted a good head taller than him didn’t help. “Maybe he’ll stay away from my hand this year….”


“Are you kidding? That guy loves kissing your hand! I’m pretty sure that’s the only reason he comes to these things!” Jax stiffened his neck and put on a prim, nasal voice. “‘Oh, I so can’t wait for the festivities this evening! Perhaps my good Tillandra will let me caress her knuckles with my warm, wet tongue!’”


“Shut up!” I shoved him in the shoulder and he stumbled forward, tripping over a loose slab. Good. “At least I have standards. As opposed to, you know, giving every visiting miller’s daughter your world-famous ‘tour of the haystacks.’”


“Millers’ daughters love haystacks. Who am I to deny them?”


We came to a fork in the tunnels where a small path branched off; it was mostly collapsed, but you could crawl through a narrow gap in the rubble to make it to an exit in the Servants’ Quarters. Jax split off to walk through it, bracing for the usual (and hilarious) ritual of squeezing his brawny frame through the crack, but then he turned back to me, an unusually serious look on his face. “Honest question, sis. Why do you do it?”


“Do what? Go to the feast?”


“The feast, the dress, the whole thing. Why do you keep putting yourself through this?”


I turned away from my half brother. “I’m Lord Elric Kent’s daughter, Jax. I might be a bastard, but I still have my duties.”


“Come on, you know that’s not true,” Jax replied. “You already sleep out in the Servants’ Quarters every night. You don’t even bother heading in for your lessons anymore. And Lord Kent has three real daughters already. It’s not like he’s going to legitimize you. I’m sure if you went to him and said you didn’t want to go to these things anymore, he wouldn’t even care.”


I didn’t say anything, just stared out silently at the dark passage in front of me. Jax had no idea, no idea at all, how much his words cut. He couldn’t. He just saw the side of me that I showed him, the side that didn’t mind sleeping in the rafters of the stables or wearing the same pair of dirt-crusted trousers three days in a row. He didn’t know how much I secretly liked the fancy dresses and the formal dances, how often I still closed my eyes and imagined myself being a noblewoman, how much I envied those three little girls.


He didn’t know how desperately I still wanted my father’s love.


“Tilla?” Jax asked.


I lifted the skin to my lips and swallowed the last of the wine, let its warmth slide down my throat and into my belly. Then I turned and tossed it to Jax, forcing a smile. “Free wine and free food. How could I pass that up?”


He caught the skin, shrugged, and turned to the gap in the wall. “Can’t argue with that. See you after the feast, sis.” And then he was gone.


I walked the rest of the way on my own. A cold draft blew in from somewhere, swaying the cobwebs. I closed my eyes and savored its feeling on my skin, even as it made all my hair stand on end. It felt better than the sting of Jax’s words.
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THE TUNNELS’ EXIT IN THE castle was in a steam chamber in the lower baths. I waited in the dark passageway under the tile for a good few minutes, making absolutely sure it was empty; once I had started to open it when Headmaiden Morga was inside, and I saw way too much of her colossal, naked ass. As soon as I could see it was clear, I shoved the hexagonal tile aside and pulled myself up, scrambling my feet against the tunnel wall, and then closed the passageway off after myself as quietly as I could.


The bathing lobby was empty, thank the Old Kings. I needed to get cleaned up before the feast. And by “get cleaned up,” I meant soak in a hot tub for a good hour.


By that point in my life, I could honestly have gone on just fine without most of the comforts of the Nobles’ Quarters. I didn’t need the fancy stuffed quails they served in the Great Hall; the brown goat stew they cooked up in the Servants’ Quarters tasted just fine. I didn’t need to sleep in my canopy bed with its fluffy pillows and soft sheets; as much as the floor of Jax’s room made my back ache, I felt safer sleeping down there, with people I liked, than alone in a cold, stone room. And I sure as hell didn’t need to sit around trying to memorize the Kent family tree for Headmaiden Morga, not when I could be out hiking through the woods or lounging on the beach or playing Drinking Truths with Jax’s friends.


But hot baths? I couldn’t live without long, hot baths.


I reached for the handle of the door to the Lord’s Bath, and that was when I heard it. The splashing of water. The squeal of three giggling voices. The hushing of a stern, older one.


Evelyn Kent and her daughters. My half sisters. House Kent’s rightful heirs. Playing and enjoying their bath before the feast while their doting servants scrubbed them clean. Getting ready to sit at the head of the room, by my father’s side, while I had to sit all the way in the back.


So I wouldn’t be getting my bath after all. The real daughters got first dibs. As always.


I stormed out of the bath, spun a corner, and stalked toward my room. A familiar bitterness soured in me. Maybe Jax was right. Maybe it was time to give up on this childish fantasy of my father deciding to legitimize me, this idea that I’d be a real noblewoman with a castle to call her own and a last name to answer to. Maybe it was time to stop dreaming about being Lady Tillandra Kent and embrace just being Tilla of the tunnels, who sleeps on the floor and has mud on her pants. Maybe it was time to tell my father good-bye.


With every step I took, I became more and more certain. I was going to do it, and do it tonight. Screw this feast, screw braiding my hair, and especially screw that fancy teal dress with the beaded collar and the flowing train. I’d blow it all off. Instead, I’d spend the night hanging out in the Servants’ Quarters with Jax’s crew, dancing and laughing and getting the best pick of the feast’s leftovers. Maybe I’d even make out with that hot, broad-shouldered blacksmith’s apprentice. And when my father came to look for me tomorrow morning, I would tell him I was done with this and done with him. I’d embrace the commoner side of me, and be as happy and content as Jax. This was it. This was the last straw.


Then I threw open my door and found my father in my room, staring silently out my window, his thin hands folded neatly behind his back.


“Ah!” I startled, then pulled the door shut behind me. “Father! I didn’t…I wasn’t expecting…”


He turned to me, his head cocked slightly to the side. He was already dressed for the feast, wearing a black tunic that clung to his tall, narrow frame. His brown hair hung straight at his shoulders, and you could only make out the faintest silver strands starting to appear in his neat beard. A narrow gold chain lay across his collarbone with clasps on each shoulder, and at the center of it dangled a golden medallion with an eagle emblazoned on it: the crest of the High Lord of the Western Province. “Hello, Tillandra,” he said.


“Hi!” I blurted out, my eyes darting wildly around the room. If I’d known he was going to come by, I would have at least gotten it ready. It wasn’t just that my bed was unmade or that my clothes were all over the floor. It was how obvious it was that I didn’t spend any time here. My desk was a mess of dusty papers, stacks of uncompleted assignments for Headmaiden Morga. The walls were covered with keepsakes I hadn’t touched in years: a wooden mask from the time my father took me to Bridgetown, a pinwheel from a harvest festival three years ago, a wooden sword from back when Jax and I would play Warriors and Zitochi with the Dolan brothers. It looked like a child’s room. A child who’d forgotten it.


“You were out,” my father said drily. “I was waiting for you.”


“I was…um…” I scrambled for a plausible excuse. Bathing? I was too dry. Riding? I was too clean. Studying? No one would ever believe that.


“You were out getting into trouble with that half brother of yours,” my father said, his disdain for Jax barely concealed.


I looked down at my feet, cheeks burning. “What can I help you with?”


He walked toward me slowly, stiffly, his face unreadable. My father was always a calm, serious man, never rising to anger or showing any fear. I’d spent hours trying to analyze a memory of his face, trying to find the real expression behind the stern front, hoping to crack it for just one smile. “I know that you have been removing yourself from courtly life lately. That you have become distant here, preferring the company of the servants.”


“I…I may have skipped a few lessons here and there, but—”


“I’m not chastising you, Tilla,” he said sharply, and I decided it’d be best to shut up and let him talk. “I’m saying I don’t blame you. I know you and I were once much closer. And I know you’re smart enough to understand why that had to end. You know our laws.”


I nodded. I’d heard that in the other Provinces of Noveris, bastards were treated differently, but out in the West, the laws were clear. Each Lord could take exactly one unlawfully born child as the House bastard. This child would be raised in the castle but separate from the other children, alongside the family, but not part of it. At any moment, the Lord could legitimize the bastard as a rightful child, or disown them altogether. The reasons for this were coldly practical: kids died, wombs went barren, and a Lord always needed an heir. Jax liked to call us “noble spares.”


“I married Lady Evelyn Yrenwood because I needed her father’s armies to keep the peace,” my father continued. “I had heard it said she could never have children, but those rumors were wrong. The laws of the Old Kings dictate that her daughters are my rightful heirs. The laws dictate that you must always come after them. The High Lord of the West must uphold the old laws, even when he would choose not to. That’s the cost of power. That’s the burden. We’re all bound by our roles.”


I nodded again, but less certainly. What was he saying? That he only married Lady Evelyn because he had to? That he wanted to legitimize me but couldn’t because of the laws? That he really did love me as a daughter?


No. Couldn’t be.


“Do you know why the royal family is visiting us?” he asked. That was a subject change if I’d ever heard one. I struggled to keep up.


“As part of her education, Princess Lyriana must visit all four Provinces,” I said, happy to know the answer to this one. Like everyone else in the castle, I’d been gossiping about the Princess’s visit for months. “She grew up in the city of Lightspire, so she knows the Heartlands, obviously, and she’s already visited the Eastern Baronies and the Southlands. That just leaves us.”


“That’s why the Princess is here, yes,” my father said. “But why is the Archmagus here with her?”


I stared at him blankly. To protect the Princess? To tour the land? Something about taxes?


“He’s here as a show of force. To remind us of our place. He’s here so we know just how quickly the King could tighten his grip on us, if we so much as threatened to wriggle out.”


“Oh,” I said. I knew plenty of Westerners were unhappy with being part of the Kingdom, of course. Once the old-timers down in the Servants’ Quarters got a few pints of beer in them, they’d start cursing the royal tax collectors and singing ballads about the Golden Age and telling dirty jokes about Lightspire priests. And I heard the stories that came in, about those rebels who called themselves Rattlesnakes, ambushing caravans from the Heartlands and smashing the Titan shrines dotting the roads. But I’d never thought that was a big deal, just some angry people and the grumblings of old fogeys. I’d always thought most people in the West had accepted King Leopold Volaris of Lightspire as our rightful ruler. Was I just sheltered? Were things much worse than I’d thought?


“I found this on your desk,” my father said. He reached into a pocket in his tunic and held something out, something small and golden that sparkled in the sunlight. My stomach plunged with embarrassment as I recognized it: a thin golden necklace with a pendant of an elderbloom blossom. I’d bought it from a traveling Heartlands merchant a week ago, who swore up and down they were all the rage in Lightspire. I never bought fancy jewelry, but that stupid merchant had put the idea in my head that I’d be meeting the Princess, after all, and if she saw my necklace and liked it, well, that was the first step to becoming friends, and could I imagine being friends with the Princess?


It had seemed so plausible then. But now, staring at the necklace in his hands, my cheeks burned. “I just…I thought…This merchant, he was really…”


My father spared me any further blubbering by ignoring me altogether. “Have I ever told you the story my grandfather told me? About the day the Great War ended? The day we surrendered?” I shook my head, because of course he hadn’t. My father never told me anything. “My grandfather was just a little boy, five years old. And his father, Albion Kent, was the King of the West. The last of the Old Kings.” His voice was strange, distant. “It was right here, in the Great Hall of Castle Waverly, where Albion Kent bent the knee to the King of Lightspire, where he tossed off his crown and put on the chains of the High Lord. My grandfather was there, hiding behind my mother’s skirt, watching his own father destroy the Kingdom our family had ruled for centuries. There were riots that night, riots all across the West, angry mobs that attacked the castle and had to be put down by the King’s mages, our new protectors. ‘The West will never forget,’ the people yelled as they died. ‘The West will never bow.’ When my grand-father told me this story, there were tears in his eyes.” My father tossed the necklace back onto my desk. “And now my own daughter wears the Volaris sigil.”


No words came to me, partially because I was so mortified, but mostly because I couldn’t understand what was happening. My father was talking like one of those old-timers, but nothing he’d ever said before had even hinted he felt this way. He defended the king’s tax collectors and quelled any talk of rebellion. He made sure all captured Rattlesnakes were publicly hanged. He even let a visiting Lightspire priest set up a Titan shrine in the old crypts, something that I knew made many of the servants unhappy. Had I been that wrong about him?


“The West has never fit well in the Kingdom. We were the last Province to bow, and the one that went down fighting. Our people are proud and free. We don’t sit well beneath a gilded throne. We never will.” My father let out the softest chuckle. “You might even say we’re the Kingdom’s bastard. Do you understand?”


“Of course,” I replied.


“The next few days will be incredibly important, Tilla. Change is coming. Tremendous change. And with it, tremendous danger.” He turned back to me, his stern green eyes piercing mine, like he was trying to see right through me. “When the time comes, I’d like you to help me. I’d like you to stand by my side, no matter what happens. Can I count on you?”


“Of course, Father,” I said, and meant it with every bit of my heart.


He took a step toward me, and I thought he might actually embrace me, or kiss me on the forehead like he used to when I was a little girl. Then he hesitated, stopped himself, and with a sad nod, turned to the door. “I’ll see you at the feast?”


“Definitely.”


I swear, for one second, the corners of his mouth twitched, giving just the barest hint of a smile. “Good,” he said.


He shut the door. I stared at it for a moment, then collapsed onto my bed.


What in the frozen hell had that been about? My father had actually seemed to be saying he cared about me? And then all that stuff about the West and change and standing by his side? What did he know that he wasn’t telling me? The way he’d talked, it was almost like he was sympaHthetic to the Rattlesnakes…but that couldn’t be right. The rebels hated him. They called him the King’s lapdog. They—


I squished the thought. I wasn’t going to let myself get caught up speculating about the real meaning of my father’s words. I didn’t have time for that.


I had a dress to get into.




[image: ]


CASTLE WAVERLY HAD ONE OF the most beautiful Great Halls in all the West, a cavernous stone chamber bigger than some Houses’ whole keeps, and tonight it looked better than ever. Dozens of chandeliers sparkled overhead, their multicolored inlaid Sunstones casting the whole room in a rainbow of light. The tables were covered in imported silk cloths, far too fancy for the drunken Lords spilling wine on them, and the redwood floor was so polished you could do your hair in it. Oil paintings hung on the walls in golden frames, depicting generations of the Kent family, from my father and his father through all the Old Kings, all the way back to the grizzled pioneers who’d first crossed the Frostkiss Mountains to settle this wild land.


Getting dressed had taken me forever, so I got to the feast a good half hour late. This was the most full I’d ever seen the Great Hall. The Western Province was divided among fifty Houses, and it looked like all their Lords and Ladies were here with their retinues, the tables packed shoulder-to-shoulder, and the party was already in full swing. A quartet of singers stood on a rounded platform, their joyful voices belting the bouncy (and surprisingly filthy) “Lady Doxley’s Garland.” Servants roamed among the tables, carrying glistening silver trays with rows of spiced oysters and braised salmon and minced lamb wrapped in spinach leaves. At all the tables, the Lords of the West drank and shouted. Amazingly, Lord Collinwood was already passed out, his bushy beard soaking in his beet soup.


The biggest surprise was at the very front of the room, near the entrance. There, on the inset stone shelf that normally housed the crowns of the Old Kings, sat twelve golden statues with blank smiling faces and glistening jewels for eyes. They were from the Titan shrine the priests had set up, and they’d been moved here to, I don’t know, make them seem more important, I guess?


I would’ve loved to sneak in through the back, but courtly etiquette demanded all guests, even bastards, enter through the Great Hall’s main entrance, to pay their respects to the host’s table. There was my father, seated at the center, with Archmagus Rolan seated opposite him. There was no sign of the Princess, which was weird, but Lady Evelyn was on my father’s right and my three half sisters on his left. They looked absolutely adorable, their blond hair curled, their little dresses sparkling. What I’d give to be sitting in their place.


I made my way across the Hall, squeezing past servants and guests. The Lords of the West had mostly seated themselves by region. One table had the pale, dark-haired Lords of the swamps along the southern coast; another had the Lords of the northern quarries, ruddy-faced and bearded; a third sat the coastal Houses that ran along the shore to the south of Castle Waverly, their wealthy Lords looking decadent in striped furs from the K’olali Isles. A squire from one of those Houses tried to grab my ass as I walked by his table, so I gave him a swift kick in the shins; that got a big laugh from everyone at his table, including the triple-chinned Lord Darren. As their laughter shook the Hall, I shoved past the last gaggle of guests. There, at the very back of the room—out of sight, out of mind—was the Bastard Table.


As always, it was underwhelming. There was no fancy tablecloth here, just hard, bare wood. This far from the front, the singers’ voices were a distant warble. The food laid out was obviously scraps, butts of bread and trimmings of meat. Worst of all, though, were the other bastards. It was rare in the West to see a bastard older than ten. By then, the Lord had usually decided to legitimize or disown. So this table, this table where I was expected to sit the whole feast, was packed tight with squabbling, screaming, snot-nosed brats.


There was just one bastard there my age: Miles of House Hampstedt.


“Tillandra!” he exclaimed, lunging out of his seat as he saw me. “You look absolutely beautiful!”


I could tell he meant it. His big gray eyes looked ready to burst out of his head. He had a round, gentle face with permanently ruddy cheeks, framed by loose ringlets of curly blond hair. He wore expensive tunics, imported from the Heartlands, but they never quite sat right on him, too tight in the chest and too loose in the sleeves.


“Miles,” I said. He reached for my hand. With Jax’s words echoing in my ears, I feigned a warm smile and gave it to him, and he lifted it to his lips.


He didn’t do anything gross like Jax had joked, just gave a soft, courtly kiss. It was a bit outdated, maybe, but mostly nice. I felt a twinge of guilt for having made fun of him earlier.


I shoved aside Lord Hyatt’s redheaded bastard, who’d somehow managed to get a chicken bone wedged up his nose, and took a seat opposite Miles. “So. How’re things at Port Hammil?”


Miles shrugged. “Oh, same old hassle. I thought I could take it easy this month because we had an exceptionally good haul from the iron mines, but the caravans got raided by bandits, and we lost half. Then my mother made this deal with the merchants from the K’olali Isles to buy up some dwarf goats to see if they could flourish here, I guess, but with the shortfall caused by the iron loss, we…” He stopped. “Oh hell. I’m boring you to death, aren’t I?”


“Those dwarf goats sound kind of cute?” I shrugged apologetically. “Any way to get some real food here? I’m starving.”


Miles squinted across the room. “I could probably flag down a servant next time one comes by us. Though at the rate they’re moving, that’ll be next winter, and I’ll have a full beard.” He slumped back down, food obviously way less important to him than it was to me. “Not that I blame the servants, of course. They’ve got their work cut out for them. This is the most packed I’ve ever seen this place.”


“Well, it’s not every day the Princess herself visits.” I glanced back around the room. “Speaking of which…where is she?”


“Oh right, you missed all the drama. She hasn’t shown up yet. The Archmagus said she was still getting ready and that we should just start the feast. Your father tried to wait, but the Archmagus insisted. It was all very tense.” Miles reached across the table for a butt of bread. “Like things weren’t tense enough already, right? My mother was telling me this whole feast is just a cover for the Archmagus to snoop around the West about those missing mages.”


“Missing mages?”


“You haven’t heard?” Miles seemed incredulous. “Six mages have gone missing from the West in the last three months. And not just some lowly Artificers, either. One of them was a captain in the Knights of Lazan.”


“Who took them?”


Miles shrugged. “No idea. My mother doesn’t know, either.”


If Miles’s mom didn’t know, no one else had a chance, because she was, more or less, the smartest person in the Kingdom. Lady Robin Hampstedt sat at the table just next to my father’s, an older woman with a severe look and a pair of gold-rimmed glasses. She was my father’s closest friend and one of the very few women to be the head of a House, inheriting it after her brothers died of frostkiss fever. She’d insisted on remaining the head even after her oh-so-scandalous romance with Miles’s father, a lowborn blacksmith, and she’d refused to get married since, despite the dozens of highborn suitors who came calling after her brilliant inventions made House Hampstedt the wealthiest in the West. The Sunstones currently bedazzling the room? All her.


“So.” Miles awkwardly cleared his throat. “Are you, um, doing anything after the feast?”


I thanked the Old Kings I had a legitimate excuse. “Actually, yeah. Jax and I have this tradition where we head down to Whitesand Beach to see the Coastal Lights and—”


Before I could finish, the Hall doors flew open with a crash. The conversations in the room stopped at once, and even the singers went quiet. Incredibly heavy footsteps plodded in.


“Oh boy,” Miles whispered. “Here come the Zitochi.”


I craned around. Three men entered the room silently, wearing bulky black cloaks lined with gray fur. Most of the Zitochi visiting were still camped out in the courtyard, but my father had made an exception for their highest leader, the Clan Sovereign. That was the man in the middle, Grezza Gaul, and he was, bar none, the biggest person I’d ever seen. He stood nearly seven foot tall and was built like an anvil. His skin was a light brown, and his face looked like it had been hacked from a block of cold stone. Four deep rifts, obviously from a very big claw, were scarred into his left cheek. Two huge nightglass axes formed an X across his back.


Flanking him were his two sons. I didn’t know their names. The one on his right, the older one, was the spitting image of his father, but the one on the left looked different. He was my age, and he was skinnier than the other, his frame fit but wiry. A long, thin sword in a plain black sheath hung across his back, its unadorned pommel peeking out over his shoulder. While his father and brother had their black hair up in the traditional Zitochi topknots, his hung low and messy around his shoulders.


“Who’s that on the left?” I asked Miles.


“Grezza’s younger son,” he whispered back. “Zin? Zayne? Zobbo?”


“You’re just making sounds.”


The three Zitochi walked into the hall and stopped just short of my father’s table. All around the room, I could see Lords tensing up, their backs stiffening, their fists clenching. The Zitochi lived in the frozen tundra north of our lands and they’d been our enemies for centuries. Some of the Lords still clung to old stereotypes, and used slurs like “glassie” and “snowsucker.” My father forbid that; he’d spent time in the Zitochi capital and brokered a truce that had lasted ten almost-peaceful years. But it was one thing to buy nightglass from traveling Zitochi merchants and keep our settlers away from their territories. It was another to invite them into our Hall.


My father nodded toward a nearby table with three empty seats. Grezza and his sons strode toward it, but then Grezza shook his head and said something in Zitochi. The older son laughed, and the younger son started walking toward us instead.


“What’s happening?” I whispered. “Is he…a bastard?”


“I don’t know. Maybe? I don’t think so. Could be?” I could practically see the gears in Miles’s head whirring. “Do the Zitochi have a practice of bastardom? Do they even understand what this table is? I mean, I never thought to ask, but I suppose I assumed that—”


“Just stay cool,” I said. I was feeling a little excited. I’d never talked to a Zitochi before, not really. And yes, I’ll admit it. He was hot. Not in that sweaty, broad-shouldered way like the blacksmith’s apprentice, but more of a cold, quiet smolder, like the kind of guy who would sit quietly next to you all night and then suddenly grab you up in a heart-pounding kiss.


Maybe I was imagining things. Maybe I just really needed to make out with someone.


“I’m cool,” Miles muttered, obviously on a different wavelength. “It’s just…you and I don’t get to see each other that often, so I was hoping we’d get a chance to talk and…”


Miles trailed off because the Zitochi was already at the table. The younger bastards all scattered to the other end, terrified. The Zitochi watched them go, not betraying even a hint of emotion, and then took a seat next to Miles, grabbed a hunk of bread, and began cutting it with his dagger. I got an even better look at his face now. It was as rough-hewn as his father’s, his chin as hard, but his cheekbones were higher and his nose sharper. Up close, his eyes were mesmerizing, a deep, luscious brown.


The three of us sat in awkward silence. I realized I was staring. “Um. Hi,” I stammered out.


He glanced up at me, then without a word, turned back to his bread.


That stung, just a little. “I said hi.”


This time he didn’t even look up.


“Maybe he doesn’t speak the Common Tongue,” Miles speculated. “I speak a little Zitochi. Um, vartok slavh kon tonki? Vartok slavh kon tonki?”


The corner of the Zitochi’s mouth twitched. “I speak the Common Tongue just fine.” His voice was low and husky, tinged by a soft Zitochi accent. “And you just asked me if I wanted to rub your grandmother.”


Miles’s cheeks flushed a bright pink. “I did? No, I…I thought I got it right….”


I shot my hand across the table. “I’m Tilla of House Kent. And Rubby Grandmas here is Miles of House Hampstedt.”


The Zitochi looked down at my hand as if I’d shoved him a vomiting frog. “I’m Zell,” he said. “Son of Grezza Gaul.” Then he turned right back down to his bread.


I pulled back my hand. I might be a bastard, but he was still a guest in my father’s house, and that meant paying me the bare minimum of respect. “Hey! I’m trying to have a conversation.”


Zell paused, his dagger halfway through the loaf, and let out a long, slow exhale, like he was just so annoyed at having to put up with this. I was getting ready to smack him with his own bread. “What would you like to converse about?”


“Well, um, maybe you could tell us why you’re here,” Miles tried. “At the table, I mean. Tilla and I are here because we’re bastards—that is, children of Lords born outside the vows of their marriage. That’s where you’re sitting, see, at the Bastard’s Table. So I was wondering, well, if you were…”


I was cringing so hard it hurt, but Zell didn’t seem fazed. “If I was a bastard?” he asked. “Yes. I’m a bastard. And a failure. And a disgrace.”


Miles had no response, so he just made a weird humming noise.


“Should I go get us some wine?” I said. “I feel like we could maybe use some wine.”


“I don’t drink wine,” Zell said. He reached into his cloak and took out a curved ram’s horn, nearly the length of my forearm, with a tin plug at the base. He flicked the plug open, pressed the horn to his lips, and took a swig.


“What is that?” I asked.


“We call it stone milk,” Zell said. “You couldn’t handle it.”


“Why? Because I’m a woman?”


Zell blinked, genuinely surprised. “What? No. Our women drink it more than we do. You couldn’t handle it because you’re a soft, smooth-skinned, southern-born castle rat.”


“Oh,” I said, and for some reason, that actually was better.


But still way too insulting. I shot out my hand, grabbed the horn, and took a swig.


Instant regret. Whatever this stuff was, it burned like a gulp of molten iron, and somehow had the alcohol content of a full bottle of wine. I lurched forward, gasping. A dozen heads at nearby tables turned to stare.


“What have you done to her?” Miles rushed over to help me.


“I’m fine,” I coughed out. “Really.” Already, the burning in my throat was passing, replaced by a warmth in my belly. “It’s not half bad.”


Zell cocked an eyebrow. It seemed like, for the first time, he was actually paying attention to me. And maybe, just maybe, he was a little impressed. “I’ll take that back.”


He reached across the table to take the horn. My hand brushed against his as it passed, and I felt something odd, not warm skin, but cold, smooth stone. At the base of each of his fingers, in place of the knuckle, was a small pointed slab of nightglass, glistening darkly in the candlelight. It wasn’t jewelry. The slabs were coming out of his skin, growing like thorns out of the bones of his hand.


Zell pulled his hand back. “Never seen nightglass before?”


I’d seen it, of course, on arrows and blades and axes. Nightglass was the northern tundra’s chief export, a beautiful black metal that looked as fragile as glass and was harder than steel. But I’d never seen it like this.


Miles was equally captivated. “Fascinating. A living metal that fuses to bone.” He circled over to look more closely. “I’d always heard that nightglass could do that. But I’d never seen it in practice. Will it continue to grow? Is the density compromised at all?”


Miles was somehow avoiding the most important question. “Why?” I asked.


Zell folded his hands together, hiding his knuckles. “A disarmed warrior is easily dishonored. This way, I’ll never be disarmed again.”


I jerked away and Zell saw my reaction. “Do I repulse you?”


“No,” I replied. “You scare me.”


“Uh, guys?” Miles had turned toward the front of the room. “Something’s happening.”


Miles was right. The room had once again fallen silent. The entire hall was staring toward the front, where Archmagus Rolan had taken to his feet. It was like every light had dimmed except the ones on him. For all I knew, they actually had.


“Assembled guests,” he said, and I startled. It wasn’t that his voice boomed. It was that it somehow carried through the air, as if he were standing right next to me when he spoke. “It is my great honor to present to you…my niece…the daughter of our beloved King…Princess of the Kingdom of Noveris…Lyriana Ellaria Volaris!”


The Hall’s heavy wooden doors were still shut, but Rolan hurled back one hand toward them. The air crackled with the electric pulse of magic, and a plume of purple smoke and pulsing yellow light burst from his palm, enveloping the entryway. The sound of thunder shook the walls. The room gasped as one. Zell’s brother reached for his sword.


Then the single most beautiful girl I had ever seen emerged from the smoke.


Princess Lyriana was fifteen, but she managed to somehow look both older and younger. She was tall for a girl, a little taller than me, with a slender, elegant frame. Her white dress clung to her body like a second skin, adorned with what had to be thousands of beautifully sparkling diamonds, a dazzling ocean of stars. Long white gloves, a style I’d never seen before, covered her hands and arms halfway to the elbow. She had the most perfectly symmetrical face I’d ever seen, like something out of a painting, with big round eyes and full lips, framed by wavy black hair. She was clearly a Volaris like her uncle: her skin was as dark as his, and her eyes burned a warm, brilliant gold.


You could feel the air get sucked out of the room as she walked in. The servants froze in place. Every young man (and many old) perked up, mesmerized, probably playing out some impossible fantasy where she fell into their beds. Next to me, Miles’s jaw hung open. Even Zell sat alert.


I’d never felt more frumpy in my life.


My father was the first to rise. “Your Majesty,” he said, his head bowed low. “It is my great honor to welcome you to my home. Will you join me at my table?”


She turned toward him, and then something strange happened. She hesitated. She stared out, at the dozens of faces staring at her, at all the hungry eyes. Her perfectly serene expression cracked with what looked like curiosity, maybe even excitement.


Somehow, across that entire crowd, past all the Lords and knights and squires, she saw our table. She saw me. Our gazes locked across the Hall, her beautiful, blinding gold eyes staring right into mine.


“My apologies, Lord Kent,” she said. “But actually, I would prefer to sit back there.”




[image: ]


YOU KNOW THAT AWKWARD SILENCE where someone has committed a horrible social blunder, but no one knows how to react, so everyone is just staring at their feet? Imagine that, but in a hall with two hundred people.


My father spoke at last. “Your Majesty, I’m afraid you misunderstand. The guest of honor sits with the host.”


“The Princess has made her wishes clear,” Archmagus Rolan said, and his voice was as hard as Zell’s knuckles. “She will sit where she pleases.”


“Ah.” I’d never seen my father look flustered before. I didn’t like it. “The thing is…in our custom, you see, that table is for b—”


“I know who the table is for, Lord Kent,” Rolan cut in. “And I repeat that the Princess has made her wishes clear. Do you have difficulty obeying royal commands?”


My father stepped back, biting his lip. A suffocating tension hung over the room, every eye on him. I felt my hands clench into fists. Archmagus or not, Rolan was still a guest in our home, and he had no right to challenge my father like that. But what could he do? Everyone knew how the Kingdom worked. Peasants bowed to their Lords. The Lords bowed to the High Lord. And the High Lord bowed to the King…and his enforcers.


I hadn’t understood what my father meant earlier, when he’d called this visit a show of force. Now it was perfectly clear. On Rolan’s hands, I swear, all his Rings pulsed a bloody red.


“This is an outrage! An outrage!” a rumbling voice bellowed from the middle of the Hall. It was Lord Collinwood, apparently roused by the commotion from his drunken slumber. The red-faced man staggered to his feet, his beard dripping soup down his ample belly, and it would’ve been absolutely hilarious if I weren’t genuinely worried about his safety. “I don’t care who the hell you are! No fancy-assed spice-licker gets to come in here and talk to us like that!” He reached down for the dagger sheathed at his hip.


Without even glancing his way, Archmagus Rolan flicked his left hand at Lord Collinwood. The Rings flared an icy, frigid blue. All the light in the room seemed to dim for a second, and the air sizzled with the pulse of magic. Princess Lyriana jerked back, startled, and clenched a hand over her mouth. My eyes burned, and I tasted frost and dirt and rain.


Lord Collinwood stood, frozen in place, his eyes wide with terror, his mouth opening and closing wordlessly. A thick, shimmering block of ice had formed around his pudgy hand, trapping it and the dagger he was gripping firmly in place. He yanked his shoulder a few times, uselessly, then crumpled back into his seat.


“It’ll thaw by morning,” the Archmagus said dismissively. “Treat the hand tomorrow with a warm compress and some meyberry cream. And thank the Titans above I was feeling merciful.”


The room was silent. The message was clear.


Bow to the King or die by the Ring.


My father broke the tension. “I do believe it’s time you retired to your chambers, Lord Collinwood. You’ve made enough fool of yourself for one night.” He turned back to Rolan, a polite smile forced on his face. “My humblest apologies, Archmagus, for my own rudeness and that of my guest.” He bowed his head before the Princess. “And you, Your Majesty. You may sit wherever you like.”


“Thank you, Lord Kent!” Princess Lyriana’s face lit up with a radiant smile, even as Lord Collinwood’s squires shuffled him out of the room. Did she have any idea what she’d just done? Was this all a game to her? “I apologize for any trouble I may have caused, and I deeply appreciate your hospitality.”


“I hope tonight is everything you want it to be,” my father replied. “Please. Enjoy yourself. My daughter Tillandra will keep you company.”


My heart stopped. All the blood drained from my face. My stomach tied itself into a triple-bound bow. I’d been so focused on the slight to my father I’d somehow failed to think through the consequences. She was coming to my table. To sit with me.


My father had just assigned me to entertain the Princess of the whole damn Kingdom.


Lyriana gave her uncle a hug, then started walking the long walk toward us. The room was still quiet, and as she passed each table, every head turned to stare at her.


Next to me, Miles tugged frantically at his collar. “This is happening. This is really happening. She’s coming right at us. She’s coming right at us.”


“She’s not a wild boar, boy,” Zell said dismissively. “All I see is an even fancier castle rat.”


“Both of you, shut up,” I hissed. I had no idea what I was going to say when she got here, but I was going to try my damned hardest to not embarrass us. At least, not instantly.


Lyriana cleared the last gauntlet of gawking Lords and stepped up to our table, where she stood awkwardly. Miles sat frozen, Zell leaned back amused, and a servant quickly herded all the little bastards away. That left it up to me.


“Your Majesty.” I rose to my feet and gave what I really, really hoped was a passable curtsy. “Welcome to our table. I’m Tillandra of House Kent. This gentleman is Miles of House Hampstedt. And this is Zell, of House…uh…Zell the Zitochi.”


“It is my greatest honor to meet all of you.” Lyriana bowed her head ever so slightly. Her perfume smelled amazing, like cinnamon and roses and sweetwine all mixed together. I stepped aside, and she took a seat next to mine, folding her hands carefully across her lap. “I do hope I didn’t cause too much trouble asking to sit with you. I had no idea it would cause such a scene!”


“Don’t concern yourself with it too much, Your Majesty,” Miles said. “Lord Collinwood makes a drunken spectacle of himself at every feast. It was only a matter of time.”


“That does make me feel better,” she said sincerely. “The truth is, I still can’t believe I’m really doing this. I’m sitting at an actual Bastards’ Table! With actual bastards!”


“Yeah…that you are.” I forced a smile. If I didn’t know better, I would’ve sworn she was making fun of us, but she seemed so utterly sincere that she had to mean it. Lyriana Volaris, Princess of Noveris, was genuinely excited to sit with a bunch of bastards. I sat down next to her, next to the Princess herself, and tried to look like my mind wasn’t reeling. “I just don’t think anyone expected you to sit back here.”


“I know it’s unconventional,” Lyriana explained, “but the entire purpose of my journey is to see the breadth of my Kingdom and its people. I have spent my whole life sitting at the front of feasts with nobles and dignitaries, with High Lords and mages. I know your father’s kind as well as I know myself. But I don’t know the smallfolk, the commoners, the…well, the bastards. I don’t know the very people I’m supposed to rule. That’s why I just had to sit back here. When else am I going to get an opportunity like this?”


Was that what this was about? What we were to her? An opportunity to dip her feet in the commoners’ pool, to study us as if we were insects under a glass, so she could rule better from her glistening Lightspire tower?


I shot Miles a glance, hoping for some solidarity, but he was just staring at her with wide, awestruck eyes, like…well, like a guy looking at the prettiest, richest, most powerful girl in the Kingdom, I guessed.


“I like to sit in the back as well.” Zell barely glanced up. “We Zitochi have a saying: ‘The wise man eats with his back to the wall. The fool eats a blade through the back of his skull.’”


Lyriana clasped a gloved hand over her mouth. “That is remarkable! May I write that down?”


Zell blinked. “Why would you write it down?”


“I am so sorry about him, Your Majesty,” Miles cut in. “We don’t normally talk like that at the dinner table, or, you know, at all. It’s just that Zell is a Zitochi, see, so there’s a whole cultural barrier at play, and, well, different etiquette standards. I’m sure you understand….”


Zell crossed his arms over his chest. “I think it’s a good saying.”


A bustle from the rest of the Hall saved us from the conversation. The servants had gotten the message that the Princess was back here now, and they rushed over, crowding around us with their trays and carafes.


“Your Majesty,” said Garreth, head of the kitchen. “May I offer you some wine?”


“Oh, no thank you, kind sir,” she replied. “I do not drink. It dulls the senses. And I’m afraid I won’t be able to eat much of this food, either. I do not consume the flesh of any beast or bird. But I will be happy to eat more bread, if you happen to have any!”


The servants looked at each other, bewildered. “I’ll see what I can do,” Garreth replied, then gestured to the others. “We’ll leave our trays here. In case you change your mind.”


They left, and Zell immediately reached across the table, grabbing a turkey leg. “At least we have food now. Thanks, castle rat.”
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