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			The Dating of Events

			In Eiliron the date is reckoned by the lunar cycle, so there are thirteen months in the year. The year is reckoned from the first moon after the first frost, and continues on through the end of the harvest at the end of the year. While weather and crop cycles vary by year and by location, the following calendar is a rough outline of the different times of the year.

			Moon of the First Frost: Ushers in the new year. The harvest is in just ahead of the first frost, and everyone prepares for the winter. It’s a busy month for most people.

			Sleep Moon: The last of the harvest occurs with the process-ing of meat for the winter. It’s also a labor-intensive time, particularly where the growing season is short, and supplies of grain, legumes, and the like are not as plentiful.

			Dark Moon: The days are dark, short, and increasingly cold. There is, in most countries on Eiliron, a Winterfest that celebrates the light in the darkness.

			Freeze Moon: Deep, deep cold. In some areas, it is also known as Death Moon because losses to illness are more common in the deep winter, and it’s considered an ill-omened time.

			Snow Moon: The cold usually abates somewhat by this moon, but there is also more chance of heavy snow, particularly in the mountains. Travel is not undertaken lightly. Communities are cut off from each other in some regions.

			Bright Moon: The first signs of spring, particularly in the plains and on the coast. Though the weather remains cold and wet, it’s clear that winter is coming to an end.

			Thaw Moon: Winter’s back is well and truly broken. Even in the mountains, the snows have stopped, and the melt waters swell the rivers that flow into the sea. In warmer parts of Eiliron, new growth is beginning.

			Rain Moon: Cool and wet. Trees are budding, herds are incr-easing, and winter stores of food are nearly spent. Travel can be difficult because the roads are often messy.

			Moon of First Leaf: A time of celebration, when new life is bursting out everywhere. Farmers are planting their fields. The days grow ever longer and brighter.

			Flower and Berry Moon: Spring gives way to summer with long, warm, sunny days and starry nights.

			Heat Moon: The hottest part of the year. Sunshine is abun-dant, and if the rains come regularly, the crops ripen and grow heavy.

			Harvest Moon: The harvest begins as the weather starts to cool again. 

			Moon of the Ancestors: The harvest concludes as the weather grows colder. It is said that the spirits of the dead are more active, so it becomes a time of deep thought and remembrance.

		

	
		
			Magic in Eiliron

			Within Eiliron, the use of magic by humans is governed by two sets of laws. The first are the natural laws, which cannot be broken because they are the very wellspring of all magic. These are:

			[image: ]	The energy has to come from somewhere. If you cast a spell, you’re drawing on natural energies. This is the cost of magic. Responsible magickers draw energies from earth, flowing water, even hewn stone, which holds not only earth energy but the energy of its making. These energies are renewable with time. Some magic users can even draw on their own energies, but that means that their ability to work magic is limited by what they’re able to endure. Irresponsible magic users drain other people.

			[image: ]	Magic must be used within the bounds of the natural order. What this means is that the laws of nature cannot be broken, though there has always been debate about this among some of the more adept practitioners. If there is a level of magic that breaks this rule, it has not been documented in Eiliron.

			[image: ]	Magic can force behavior to some degree, but cannot change a being’s essential nature. People prone to doing wrong cannot be made good. Decent people cannot be turned evil.

			The second set of laws is man-made, and while they vary from region to region, some laws are common to most of the societies in Eiliron.

			[image: ]	Magic may not be used on people without the person’s express permission.

			[image: ]	Magic must never be used to bend another to your will.

			[image: ]	Magic may not be used to harm living things.

			[image: ]	Magic users must be registered and trained.

			Some parts of Eiliron still class magic as a capital crime. As might be imagined, these laws are difficult to enforce, and often they’re used as political ploys.

			Magical practice varies widely, even within Eiliron. The majority of magic is illusion, and it has a life span. An illusion will fade in time. Some magic is sympathetic in that it plays on the natural properties of things to produce a desired effect. Some magic is a thing of powders and potions. There are almost certainly as many traditions of magic use as there are peoples of the world. There is much overlap, as might be expected, but each tradition must be learned from its practitioners.

		

	
		
			1.

			Rain Moon, CR 531

			“A year older if not wiser,” Hartan observed as he fingered the newly minted coin bearing the likeness of Pelle Pellires, king of Corraçao. “Jumped up, little no one.”

			His sister, Roxanna, stood by his side in her stiff and sober gown of heavy indigo silk, utterly out of place in the grand ballroom of the palace, among the candy-colored fripperies and boisterous good humor of the Corraçaoans. She did not care for this place or for the flamboyant court and frivolous monarchs, and her expression was all prim disapproval. Hartan’s sour mood didn’t help her relax either. “You think anyone who isn’t a Talian is vulgar,” she observed, though in this case she was inclined to agree. The sheer amount of gold and silver leaf decorating the high-ceilinged ballroom could have paid for the Talian family’s estate. The hardwood floors gleamed under the gem-encrusted shoes of the courtiers, and countless candles illuminated the room with a warm glow.

			“The Talians are an ancient family, and by rights—”

			She cut him off with a wave of her hand. “I don’t want to hear about your fantasies again, brother. I don’t want to be here, and I don’t want to listen to your complaints about how the Talian family has been hard done by. We are here to convey the respects of our king, to King Pelle, on his birthday.” Under her breath she added, “Why couldn’t he have just sent a letter?”

			“I wonder if this is worth anything,” Hartan asked as he flipped the coin. It was snatched out of the air by the king’s first counselor, who had appeared seemingly out of nowhere.

			“Commemorative, nothing more,” Revin said as he studied the coin. “Though they can be exchanged for a sweet cake at a local bakery. His majesty’s gift to his people.” He handed the coin back to Hartan. “He has tasked me to invite you to a private supper this evening, after the festivities.” Revin’s smile was thin and professional, and never reached his dark eyes.

			“We would be honored,” Roxanna told him. Revin made a slight bow and moved off into the crowd of guests.

			“I don’t like that man.”

			Roxanna didn’t care for Revin either; he seemed too shifty by half. But she was tired of her brother’s foul mood. “I doubt he likes you either.” Hartan was particularly unlikable, in her opinion.

			“Roxanna, about our reasons for being here—” The sound of a fanfare cut off Hartan’s thought, and the throng of gaily clad courtiers parted to allow Pelle and his queen, Caelea, to enter the hall.

			In spite of her bad humor, the sight of them left her breathless, and Roxanna had to admit that the stories were true. The king and queen of Corraçao were a stunningly handsome couple. Pelle, with his broad shoulders and thick mane of shining golden hair, stood several inches above most of the court. That night he was clad in a deep ruby frock coat, stitched at collar and cuffs with gold and silver thread. His golden damask waistcoat covered a shirt of white silk that lay soft against his skin, trimmed in white lace that made him look younger than his forty years. He wore, as he always did on formal occasions, knee breeches with white silk stockings and soft, low-heeled red leather shoes sewn with seed pearls for dancing the night away.

			“Peacock,” Hartan muttered, but Roxanna looked past the decoration and saw a lion, golden-eyed and powerful.

			Queen Caelea was dressed in crimson satin, her enormous skirts ruched at the hips and gathered up with golden bows. Beneath, she wore a white taffeta underskirt and a stiff crinoline. Her gown, like her husband’s coat, was tricked out in golden embroidery. Her long, dark hair was dressed with pearls and diamonds, and twisted into an intricate maze of curls and plaits. She was the most beautiful woman Roxanna had ever seen.

			“Pity she’s barren,” Hartan whispered.

			Roxanna narrowed her eyes at her brother but said nothing.

			In a kingdom full of joy and frivolity, Pelle and Caelea were King and Queen of Hearts, a pair who seemed still to love one another even after twenty years of marriage and a long string of unrealized pregnancies that had taken its toll on both the marriage and the kingdom. They loved each other and loved their people. That night his attention was all on Caelea, sweeping her, laughing gaily, into the first dance, then inviting his court to join them.

			Baron Arkeimo approached Roxanna, inviting her into the dance, but she shook her head and looked away from him.

			“A little more natural,” Hartan hissed at her. “You want to be noticed.”

			“I do not.”

			“You do.”

			She sighed and saw the baron moving away through the crowd. “He won’t be back.”

			“He’s not the only man in the room looking for a partner.” And sure enough, within a minute Roxanna saw another man approaching again, this time one in even finer garb, though he wore it poorly, as if it had been made for someone else.

			“Who is he?” she whispered to Hartan.

			“Duke Lakketta.”

			“My lord, Lakketta,” she said, extending her hand and offering a smile which, if a bit frosty, was more than the baron had gotten.

			“Your Highness,” he said, bowing low over her hand. He turned to her brother. “Prince Hartan, a pleasure.”

			“It’s always good to see you, my lord. And how is the dowager duchess? I’ve not seen her tonight.”

			“My mother has little use for such events.”

			Nor have I, but I’m here, Roxanna thought, and the temperature of her smile dropped by a few degrees.

			“May I have the honor?” Lakketta extended a hand to Roxanna.

			She looked to Hartan, who raised one eyebrow. “But of course, my lord,” she replied.

			The duke made small talk as he guided her onto the crowded dance floor and into a slow pas de vanne. She could barely hear him, so she kept her smile pleasantly neutral and nodded occasionally. When the dance was over, he escorted her back to her place beside her brother and thanked her for the dance.

			“I don’t think he’ll be asking you for my hand in marriage,” she said as she smoothed her pale hair. “How hot it is in here!”

			“You can do better.”

			Roxanna laughed. “We are minor Feracian royalty, brother. A Corraçaoan duke would probably be better than I could hope for, given the state of my dowry.”

			It was the sort of remark—a reminder that it had been Hartan’s mismanagement of their inheritance that had robbed her of a decent dowry—that made Hartan furious. But as he turned, face twisted in anger, the noise in the hall faded. Brother and sister looked to the dance floor, then followed the gazes of the throng to the doors where a small, fair figure stood.

			In a froth of pink and white, skirts cropped short to display her slender ankles, Paradis, a newly famous dancer with the Royal Ballet, stepped into the hall, head held high. “Husband, will you dance with me?” she asked in a clear, high voice.

			Her entrance made the crowd draw back from the dance floor, looking from dancer to king with horrified fascination. Husband? What had Pelle done?

			The king came down off the dais, stiff with anger. But then Roxanna saw his anger fade as the girl spoke softly to him and touched her belly lightly. Hartan saw too and cursed softly as a ripple of shock and excitement ran through the crowd.

			So that’s how it is, Roxanna thought. He’s taken a second wife to secure the succession.

			Pelle gestured to Revin just as Caelea stood and cleared her throat.

			“Lords and ladies, it’s time for my birthday gift to my dear husband.”

			The girl gave the king a pleading look, but Pelle turned away from her and walked back toward the dais where his queen waited for him, while Revin led the girl out of the hall.

			“My dear husband,” Caelea repeated, and touched her own belly with a lovely, beringed hand. “By your next birthday you will have an heir.”

			Pelle’s expression changed and changed again, from shock, to concern, to ... what? Roxanna couldn’t read it. But the smoothly political announcement had done its job. The dancer and her child were forgotten as the king returned to his queen, put his arms around her, and pressed his face to her hair. There was a ripple of applause.

			What of the girl? Roxanna wondered. But Paradis was already being escorted from the hall.

			***

			Revin steered the girl out of the hall. “What were you thinking?” he hissed at her.

			She regarded him coldly, her little cat-like face haughty and unafraid. No wonder the king had been drawn to her. “And who are you to question me?” she demanded, as imperious as the queen she imagined herself to be.

			“The man who holds your fate in his hands, child.”

			“That would be the king,” she insisted, and laid her hand on her belly. “And as his wife, I-“

			“Second wife.  Provisional Wife, taken to ensure the succession to the throne, nothing more,” he told her, his voice cool. “You will never be welcome at court, and I can tell you that your game did nothing to endear you to His Majesty. You embarrassed him and the queen. He does not forgive such things.”

			“Even for an heir?” the minx asked.

			Vikar laughed. “Pelle will be appropriately grateful when he takes your child from you to raise at court. And you will be adequately compensated.” That sank in, he could see it on her face. 

			“I don’t want money.”

			“You won’t become queen,” he warned her, and noted the flush that crept into her round cheeks. “Your child won’t even be a royal unless the queen fails to produce an heir, and either way you’ll have no part in your child’s life. Is that really what you want?” Vikar asked mildly. He gestured to a guard. “You’ll have the protection of the crown on your way back to your lodgings,” he told her. “If you need help, send word, but don’t come back to the palace.”

			Her fists clenched as if she wanted to strike him. “No one will take my child from me,” she insisted. 

			Vikar shrugged and turned away. She was so young, and didn’t understand how these things worked. 

			“I hate you!” He heard tears in her voice. 

			For a moment he hated himself. “Yes, well, that’s an occupational hazard. Take her home,” he told the guard.

			The hall was still a scene of confusion when he returned. The orchestra was making a half-hearted attempt at dance music, but all the courtiers were huddled in groups, whispering. The king and queen sat on their polished rosewood thrones, speaking quietly to one another, ignoring the courtiers. Vikar knew someone had to do something, so he ordered the servants to set up the chairs for a performance.

			“My lords and ladies, your attention please?” The chatter began to ebb. “Their Majesties have arranged some entertainments for your pleasure,” he announced. “Please take your seats. The Circus of Dreams will begin in a few minutes.”

			The courtiers began to file into the semicircle of chairs that were being placed, and Vikar could feel the atmosphere lighten. Now if the players could be nudged along as easily. He made his way to where the circus troupe was waiting.

			“I’m a step ahead of you.” Jeskil Gild, the head man of the Circus of Dreams, was marshaling his troops as Vikar approached. “When I saw the girl, I thought there would be a need for distraction.”

			“When did you start reading minds?” Vikar asked him, though he knew that Jeskil’s instincts were almost always on point.

			“I could always read yours.”

			Vikar smiled. “True.”

			Jeskil’s musicians had already taken their places and begun the comedic tuning up that they used to warm up the audience. The squeaks and squeals of fiddles, unexpected crashes of cymbals, and off-key blats of the horns got the entire court laughing while the rest of the players readied their acts. A few practiced pratfalls and stumbles sent the audience into gales of laughter.

			“Acrobats!” Jeskil hissed, and the gaggle of tumblers, jugglers, and dancers flowed out into the hall as the musicians began to play in earnest. Vikar watched for a minute or two, nodding.

			“Good troupe.”

			“We’re lucky to have so much talent. I’m sorry we couldn’t arrange a wire or trapeze in here.” He took a moment to tie back his dark hair so it wouldn’t tangle in the marionette strings.

			“We’ll talk about doing that in the summer. Out of doors. Whenever the circus is in the country.”

			“Whenever you choose,” Jeskil told him. Then, “Do you ever miss it?” he asked.

			“What do you think?”

			“I think you never stopped being a ringmaster in spite of the somber robes,” Jeskil replied, making Vikar laugh. “Come and talk later. We can catch up.” Then he moved off to collect the clowns.

			The tumblers excited the court, the jugglers amazed them, and the dancers won their hearts. By the time they were withdrawing from the hall, even the queen was smiling again. And when the clowns spilled onto the floor to the weird and raucous music of a ghironda and fiddle duo, Caelea began to clap her hands in time to the music, and everyone, even Pelle, joined in.

			Vikar felt as if he could breathe again. He knew he could work things out with the dancer, and the incident would soon be forgotten. He relaxed and watched the clowns, laughing at the pratfalls and the deliberate tweaking of noble noses, applauding as one of them made a bouquet of flowers appear out of nowhere and laid them at Caelea’s feet. A bold move in a kingdom where magic, if not absolutely outlawed as it was in Feracia, was frowned upon and subject to fines. But Vikar knew that Jeskil would happily expose the trick as simple sleight of hand if challenged. Jeskil never allowed his troupe to perform magic that couldn’t be explained away. What happened behind the scenes was something else entirely.

			Then, as the clowns withdrew, the ornate puppet theater was rolled forward. There was a low murmur of pleasure as the courtiers took in the hand-painted panels depicting scenes from favorite folk tales such as “The Rain Girl” and “The Stolen Child.”

			The red velvet curtain opened on a marionette lying crumpled and sad. One of the queen’s ladies-in-waiting gasped, “Poor thing!” and everyone laughed.

			At that, Vikar recognized the marionette as Lord Merrypike, a ferociously ugly puppet with a huge, warty nose and an under bite that gave him a pugnacious air. He was a great favorite of audiences throughout the seven kingdoms for his often hilarious observations on his sad life. 

			“Ah, sweet lady, you understand,” Merrypike exclaimed as he rose to his feet. “My heart is broken, for my dearest love loves another.” He tapped his chest, and one of the musicians rapped on a hollow tube.

			Everyone laughed.

			“It’s not amusing to me!” Merrypike exclaimed. “See where she comes.” He stepped back as Petal Fluffbottom, a minxish little puppet with red curls and a voluptuous figure, sashayed onto the stage, sighing, “Ah me ...”

			“Good day, my love,” Merrypike said to her, and she drew back.

			“Good day, sir. Do I know you?” she asked. Her wooden features shifted just enough to make her look disdainful, though not enough for anyone but Vikar, who knew what Jeskil was doing, to note the change. It was a subtle magic, but it was clear that Petal wanted nothing to do with Merrypike.

			“My love, it is I, your very own Merrypike!”

			“Do not speak to me of love, sir, for I am sick with it,” she told him. “For I am in love with a man above all other men, and he has eyes only for another.” She turned away from him and affected a pose of sadness and dismay, her features shifting again very slightly.

			“Who is he?” Merrypike demanded. “I shall challenge him to a duel! I shall vanquish him! I shall win back your love!” he exclaimed, tripping over his own feet and nearly knocking her down. She glared at him. The audience roared.

			Petal turned to the audience and batted her eyelashes. “It is ... the King of Hearts.”

			The entire court laughed and applauded.

			“But he is in thrall to the Queen of Hearts, and I am downcast.” Then she opened her arms and began to sing in a high, thin, wavering voice:

			“Oh who is as fine as the blessed moon?

			Who sounds as boldly as a bassoon?

			Tis our King of Hearts, whose noble features

			Set him above all mortal creatures.

			He loves me not, oh woe is me,

			And I must ...”

			Here she stopped and scratched her head. “What rhymes with ‘me,’ my lord?”

			“Flee?” Merrypike offered to a round of guffaws. “Bee? Tree?”

			“And I must go sit in a tree?” Petal finished. “Does that seem like a thing to do when your heart is broken?”

			“I suppose it’s as good as anything else,” he said.

			“I must go find a tree then,” she said and left the stage with an enormous sigh.

			Merrypike watched her go, then addressed the audience. “I have lost my true love to a king, but my heart really belongs to my queen,” Merrypike said. And then he began to sing in Jeskil’s fine, clear tenor,

			“Our Queen of Hearts is like unto

			Our glorious summer morns.

			So fair of face

			So filled with grace

			This kingdom she adorns”

			Merrypike got down on one knee, pressed his wooden hands to his wooden chest, and stared up at Caelea, oddly worshipful for a chunk of wood. “Oh my lady, dare I hope ever to win your heart?” he asked her.

			“No, my lord,” she told him, and her voice was as gentle as it was amused. “For I love another.”

			“Oh!” Merrypike said and got to his feet. “Well in that case, I’m going to go find Petal and see if she wants to go dancing.” And he did a little jig that took him off the stage to wild applause and laughter.

			It had been a surprisingly subtle, even gentle performance by Jeskil, and Vikar knew he owed him a debt of gratitude. The drama of Paradis, though not forgotten, had been turned into a joke and pushed to the back of the courtiers’ minds. Everyone was laughing again.

			That was one of the circus’s secrets, the ability to spread goodwill and happiness.

			***

			Upon hearing a tapping at the side of the puppet stage, Jeskil popped up from between the curtains to find a jug of hot, brewed mountainberry in front of his face.

			“Drink with me?” Vikar asked. He looked tired, Jeskil thought, and perhaps unwell, though it wouldn’t do to mention that to him. Vikar could be prickly.

			“That smells good,” Jeskil observed. It brought back memories of his childhood.

			“I remembered your fondness for it,” Vikar replied. “And your preference for keeping your wits about you.”

			“Let me just finish packing up Merrypike and Petal. Have a seat.”

			“Why aren’t you at the supper?” Vikar asked when Jeskil sat down beside him and poured two mugs of the spicy bittersweet brew. “I looked for you there.”

			“I wanted to finish up here before I ate. I’ll join them in a while. By the way, thank you for arranging the meal. We don’t often get to enjoy such fine food and drink. But of course, you know that.”

			Vikar nodded and took a mug from Jeskil. “It’s the least I can do. You saved the party.” He took a deep, appreciative swallow. “What a day this has been. On top of the girl showing up uninvited, I have Feracians to deal with.”

			Jeskil shuddered. “I don’t envy you. I was wondering what the Talians were doing here. Wismar must want something.” He was fishing; it was in his nature. Not that Vikar minded; he felt like talking, and Jeskil had always been his first choice of sounding boards.

			“He sent the princess to be lady-in-waiting to Caelea in the interest of fostering closer relations, etcetera. Roxanna had no idea. You can imagine the temperature in the room when she and Caelea found out.”

			“I shouldn’t laugh,” Jeskil said, and laughed anyway. “That won’t last.”

			“I worry about the queen. If it were up to me, I’d send the Feracians packing.”

			“I detest the prince in spite of having worked for him several times. He’s mean in all senses of the word. Pretends to be a law-abiding Feracian but uses magickers from all over, even Rogies and Peorans. He’s a dangerous man stuffed to bursting with ambition. I don’t expect she’s much better, though I haven’t had much contact with her. Be wary of them.”

			“I’ll keep my eyes open,” Vikar said. “Thanks for the warning.”

			“Speaking of problems, what’s going to happen to the girl?”

			“What happens to any Provisional Wife?  She’ll have her child which will be raised at court, and she’ll be forgotten. The king may be generous, but after today I wonder. I’ll see she doesn’t starve, if that’s what you’re asking.”

			“I assumed that much. You’re a careful man.”

			“Age has taught me caution,” Vikar told him.

			“Age,” Jeskil said with a snort of laughter. “You like to pretend you’re so old and wise; you always did.”

			“I’m older than you are.”

			“By fewer than two years, Cousin. And thirty-one is hardly what you’d call a venerable age.”

			“Point taken,” Vikar conceded. Jeskil could always puncture his pretensions and make him smile.

			They drank together in silence for a time, then Vikar asked, “Any news of note in the Seven Kingdoms?”

			“Nothing beyond the usual marriages, births, and deaths. Arrezko is on its way to being related to every kingdom in the known world. The oldest boy, Menno, has been betrothed to Alasine of Vartaris.” That was a surprise to Vikar who had heard that Feracia had been making plans for one of their own princesses and Menno.

			“Are you sure? Feracia was after him.”

			“Completely. I had it from Menno himself, who has a passion for puppets. He’s quite good with them too. I told him that if he ever decided to stop being a prince to come see me about apprenticing.”

			“Wismar won’t be happy.”

			“There are other princes. There are other Arrezkan princes come to that.”

			Vikar took another sip. “We’re falling behind in the marria-geable heir sweepstakes,” he said sadly.

			“What do you think the odds are of a royal heir by Caelea?” It was a blunt question. The succession was a tangle and Pelle had made it worse by taking a Provisional Wife in secret.

			Vikar raised his mug. “Let’s toast to the heir, my friend. The one the queen has promised us.” They tapped their mugs together and drank. “I will do whatever I must to ensure that both children thrive,” Vikar said.

			“And that means?”

			“You know what it means. Can you recommend someone?”

			Jeskil nodded. “I’ll contact the Archmage of Albhain. He’ll know how to help.”

			“He must be discreet.”

			“He knows how it stands here. Will Caelea agree?”

			Vikar bowed his head. Jeskil thought he’d never seen Vikar look so weighed down by trouble. “I ask you on her behalf.”

			Later, when the mountainberry brew was gone and Vikar had taken himself off to see to other duties, Jeskil joined the troupe at dinner. Though they had a good hour’s start on him and he was certain that they had fallen on the meal like hungry wolves, there was still a prodigious amount of food and drink on the table. Such was the legendary hospitality of Corraçao.

			He sat back and enjoyed his meal while the others ate, drank, and entertained each other with songs, jokes, and sleight of hand. They were careful about the magic, Jeskil had made sure they understood that the only place in the seven kingdoms where it could be openly practiced was Albhain, and even then he made sure that every one of his magic users was registered as Albhanian law required.

			He turned over Vikar’s request in his mind, working out how to phrase it so the Archmage would understand the delicacy of the situation. Caelea had never resorted to magic in all of her failed pregnancies out of respect for the customs of her adopted country and the inherent danger of meddling with the unborn. She must now be feeling desperate. While she was still of childbearing age, each year put her closer to being irretrievably barren. And now, this second wife had inserted herself into the conversation, and made things that much more difficult, though Jeskil did understand the logic behind Pelle’s actions.

			His attention was drawn to Billam who had jumped up onto the long wooden table. His long, belled sleeves jingled as he juggled half a dozen hawnuts, three forks, and a lemon tart. “Just like the King of Hearts!” he barked as he took a bite out of the tart and the others all laughed and applauded.

			Jeskil rapped his fork against his goblet. “Hey, hey!” he shouted over the hoots of laughter. “Respect for our hosts,” he reminded the troupe. “Billam, watch yourself.”

			“Sorry, sorry,” Billam muttered as he slumped back into his chair like a naughty schoolboy.

			“Respect for our hosts,” Jeskil said again. “Always.” He leaned down and told Feran to keep an eye on things. “I have a message to send.”

			“I’ll get them all back to the camp safely,” Feran promised. “And without offense.” He grinned.

			“Good man.” Jeskil tucked a few dainties in his pocket for later and left the hall, turning up the collar of his coat as he stepped into the cool autumn night air. The Rain Moon was full, an omen of fecundity, he thought. But whose?

			Jeskil made his way back to the troupe’s camp at the far edge of the palace grounds. His wagon was the only one not gaily painted in bright, primary colors. The matte black exterior made the vardo all but disappear in the night. Only the thin trim of silver edging door and windows reflected the moonlight.

			The interior of the Wagon was similarly austere, its wooden walls, floor, and ceiling waxed to a rich, warm glow. It was tidy and smallish by comparison to some of the larger family wagons nearby, but large enough for Jeskil, who didn’t need more than a sleeping area, some storage, and a workspace.

			He lit a lamp, pulled his deck of cards from under his mattress, and sat down at the table to lay the cards out in a wheel with the Magicker at its head. Then he set the Queen of Cups at the center of the wheel, laid his hands on the table, and concentrated on the images before him. When he saw the figure of the magician rise up from the card, holding his wand above his head, Jeskil laid one hand on his heart and bowed his head. “Magister, thank you for answering my call.”

			The magician figure lowered his wand and spoke with the voice of the Archmage of Albhain. “I see you are in Corraçao, Jeskil, at the court. Is all well there?”

			Jeskil barely knew how to answer that question. “As well as can be expected. The Queen of Hearts is with child again.”

			“May she be blessed,” the Archmage murmured. “Is this why you need to speak with me?”

			“Yes, and at the queen’s request.”

			The Archmage knew exactly what Jeskil was saying. “I see. But you both understand that what it is you’re asking is proscribed by law. Magic may not be used without express permission,” he said, quoting the laws of magic. “An unborn child is not able to give such permission.”

			“Yes, Magister, but—” Just as he was about to beg for a dispensation, the Queen of Cups card that represented Caelea in this communication began to stir. Though voiceless, for it was not Caelea’s person who animated the card but the force of her desire, the queen was eloquent in her gestures, kneeling to the magician card, laying her crown on the ground and cradling the chalice she held. A woman begging for help, not a queen demanding it.

			Jeskil heard the Archmage sigh. “I daresay we can find a way,” he said. I shall send word to Teamur who is nearby at the court of Lostri in exile. She will be the best person to deal with this. You will wait for her in Trennin and explain the situation. Give her every help and protection.”

			“Of course, Magister.”

			“And this goes no further.”

			“Magister, Vikar Revin already knows. The queen sent the request through him.”

			The Archmage’s annoyance was palpable. “Of course he would be involved,” he snapped. “I suppose there’s nothing for it, though.”

			You should be grateful he’s involved, Jeskil thought, but what he said was, “He is a loyal servant of the crown.”

			“Of his own ambition, you mean. I know you and he are close, so we will not argue the point. Let me contact Teamur now.” Abruptly the card took its former shape, flat and unmoving, and the conversation was over.

			Jeskil hadn’t planned to keep the circus in Trennin for long after the party, but he didn’t suppose it would matter when they left. The best thing about what he did was that there were so rarely deadlines to be met. And the troupe liked the city and its amusements. There was easy money here as well. Perhaps waiting wasn’t a bad thing. They could all do with a bit of a rest.

			Jeskil stretched and leaned back in his chair. He ate one of the cakes he’d taken from the banquet, a rougeberry cake crackling with a sugary glaze. There was a lot to like about Corraçao, he thought.

			It was late and it had been a wearying day, so he stowed his deck of cards and undressed for bed. He’d earned his rest. Then he noticed that one of the plants in his window was wilted. He took it down and examined it; it looked as if it had been sucked dry. “I’m sorry,” he murmured, realizing how tired he must’ve been to draw the energy out of this plant just to carry on his conversation with the Archmage.

			“First rule of magic,” he reminded himself. “The energy has to come from somewhere.” Normally he had enough of his own to communicate via the cards. This time? Apparently not. He’d have to be more careful in the future. Magic didn’t care where the energy came from; it was a greedy power.

		

	
		
			2.

			Harvest Moon CR 531

			For lack of anything more interesting to do, Roxanna watched the maidservant work. The girl slunk around the perimeter of the room, tidying, dusting, shrinking into herself when she had to move past Roxanna’s chair. As she fluffed the coverlet on Roxanna’s bed, the book the princess had been reading the night before flew into the air and hit the ground with a dull thud, pages splayed and bent.

			The girl scurried to retrieve it and set it on the night table. “I’m sorry, milady.”

			“Your Highness, you stupid child.”

			The dull, bovine eyes blinked. “What?”

			“Get out!” It was intolerable living among people like this. “Don’t come back!” she shouted at the girl’s retreating figure—the third maidservant driven off in the five months she’d spent on the mind-numbing job of being one of the queen’s ladies-in-waiting.

			Roxanna had remained in Corraçao by order of King Wismar of Feracia. She was to serve Queen Caelea, though she was, in fact, a spy for Wismar. It was hardly an occupation for a Feracian princess, in Roxanna’s estimation, but Wismar disagreed. He wanted her deep inside the court, eyes and ears open, sending him regular reports about the queen’s health, her pregnancy, and all the court gossip about it. The tenuous nature of the Corraçaoan succession was of great interest to Wismar, who had designs on a Feracian-controlled route to the sea. He had been denied that single goal in spite of his conquest of all of Eresumma, most of Lostri, and a small portion of Arrezko before the magickers of Albhain had stopped the Feracian armies with their tricks and spells, and who knew what other dark arts. Feracia remained landlocked, cut off from the thriving trade enjoyed by every other country on Eiliron. Now Wismar was reduced by the terms of his surrender, enforced by Albhain, to rely upon diplomacy. And spying, of course. While Feracians weren’t very good at diplomacy, they were excellent spies.

			Wismar had assembled a herd of young Feracian princesses and duchesses ready in case Caelea proved unable to produce an heir. He’d chosen them for their perceived ability to drop litters of heirs, tying Corraçao to Feracia by blood, and their docility, which would provide Wismar with a strong alliance. In a few generations Corraçao would be just a satellite of Feracia, and Wismar’s heirs would control the entire southern coast. There was something to be said, Roxanna supposed, to taking the long view.

			No one had expected Pelle to take a Provisional Wife. It was a legal maneuver that had not been practiced in generations. And given that Caelea brought no strong alliances to the kingdom, it was a mystery to many why Pelle was determined to remain wedded to her. But Roxanna knew. She saw it in Pelle’s eyes when he looked at his wife. She would have given anything to have someone look at her that way.
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