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To anyone who thinks you’re not good enough.


You are.










1


IT’S HARDER THAN YOU’D THINK to make a turnip dance. I mean, obviously you need to use magic. But it’s not a difficult spell.


I learned the magespeak word for turnip almost six months ago, on my very first day as Master Betrys’s apprentice. She says turnips are the perfect subjects for practice because they’re plentiful and won’t do too much harm if I accidentally send one zooming out her window across the plaza. I think the real reason is that she hates eating them and is trying to thwart Cook. There’s no reason we couldn’t be using carrots or quinces, except that Master Betrys hasn’t taught me those words yet. I had to look them up myself, secretly, in her study, when she was out repairing Arles Nevin’s enchanted clock.


But she did teach me the words for animate and dance. So I shouldn’t have been having any trouble. And yet…


I tried my best to scrub the scowl from my face, to evoke the exquisite grace Master Betrys always displayed when casting even the most challenging incantations. I forced myself to ignore the ache in my shin from when I accidentally bumped into—well, kicked in frustration is more accurate—the kitchen table after my last failed attempt.


The innocent purple-white vegetable lay waiting atop the oak bench, bathed in the soft red glow of the banked hearth fire. I hadn’t bothered to light a lamp. Everyone else was asleep at this hour, except for Master Betrys, who was out at a dinner party. And I didn’t particularly want to be observed, especially if I failed again.


Master Betrys was expecting me to perform the enchantment tomorrow morning. And I would do it. I had to. In just over two weeks it would be my half-year anniversary as an apprentice. I was running out of time.


I still remembered my mother’s words as she frowned over the banknote paying for my first half year of study with Master Betrys. Six months, Antonia, she had said. I’ll give you six months to demonstrate that this fascination of yours is of any practical use to our family. If not…


I shuddered. I could already imagine the fine lines denting my mother’s perfect brow, and the look in her bright green eyes. Not disappointment. You had to expect something from someone in order to be disappointed. If I failed as a wizard, my mother’s eyes would say, I told you so. Then she would summon me home, and all my dreams would die. I’d lose the one thing that made me feel like there was a place for me in the world.


I shoved Mother out of my thoughts. I could do this.


I kept my arms loose at my sides, remembering how Master Betrys rolled her eyes at mages who indulged in what she referred to as “unnecessary theatrics.” I took a deep breath and held it, setting the three words firmly in my mind.


Turnip. Animate. Dance.


Then I spoke them. Carefully. Slowly, but not so slowly that they sounded unpracticed and halting. I bent every scrap of my will at that cursed purple root. A tickling ripple of magic flared through me. For one brief moment I was part of something greater, one perfect stanza in the song shaping the universe. Glorious anticipation thrummed in my chest.


The turnip shivered. Slowly, slowly it bent one fibrous root. I’d specifically chosen a turnip with several rooty “legs.” In theory it made no difference to the spell. It could have been an egg and it would find a way to dance, if the magic was strong enough. But I was going to take any advantage I could get.


My turnip clambered upright. It looked as if it might topple over at the slightest puff of breeze.


I said the words again, louder. The turnip executed a wobbly pirouette. Good. I could do this. I’d show my mother she was wrong about me. I could already see myself, arriving home with my robes of mastery flowing all about me in a glory of blue velvet. And Mother, coming to meet me, her eyes shining with pride, the way she used to look at my brother. The way she’d never, ever looked at me.


That was when I heard the noise. I frowned, cocking my head. I could have sworn someone was snickering. I eyed the turnip suspiciously as it attempted another drunken pirouette. But animation didn’t work that way. The turnip would only do what I specifically ordered it. And I certainly hadn’t told it to laugh at me.


The sound came again. A giggle of mirth, barely muffled. I whirled around, searching the dim kitchen for the source. There. A shadow beside the pantry. A shadow with gleaming eyes.


I grabbed one of the fire irons. “Who’s there?”


Master Betrys had told me not to heed the news criers, but I’d heard the stories. The rebellion was gaining ground, and I knew all too well the deadly lengths they would go to in their quest for independence. What if some rebel had decided Master Betrys was a loyalist, in spite of all her efforts to remain neutral? What if they’d come to burn down her house?


Or they could be here for me. Mother was an outspoken loyalist and a member of the council. Though I pitied anyone who actually tried to use me as a hostage. Mother wasn’t the sort to negotiate. She’d probably be glad for a chance to be rid of me. Still, I wasn’t going down without a fight.


I brandished my fire iron at the shadow. “Come out! Show yourself! Or I’m going to enchant every blade in this kitchen to slice you into—ouch!”


The ungrateful turnip had jumped off the bench and sashayed, very hard, into my ankle.


The shadow let out a hoot. “But I’m enjoying the show! It’s even better than street puppets.”


It was a girl’s voice.


She was laughing at me. She thought I was ridiculous. And she was right. I snapped out two more words in magespeak, a spell I knew well. Candles. Ignite.


Above us, the heavy iron ring suddenly blazed with light, as all twelve candles burst into flame. I could see my heckler clearly now.


She was around my age, twelve, but taller than me. Her olive skin was bronzed by the sun, making it a shade darker than mine. A patched and faded nightdress barely reached below her knees. She’d recovered from her laughter and now lounged idly against the door, arms crossed.


“Who are you?” I demanded, drawing myself stiffly upright. “What are you doing here?”


Her black curls bobbed as she gave a snort of disbelief. “I’m Moppe Cler.”


“Mop?” I asked dubiously. “Like the thing you clean floors with?”


“No, Mopp-eh,” she repeated, so that I could hear the very faint second syllable, like a forgotten breath. “And I’m here because this is where I live.”


I blinked. She was wearing a nightdress, after all, which seemed an unlikely choice for a rebel or thief. “Where?”


She jabbed a finger toward a curtained alcove tucked into one corner of the kitchen. “Right there.”


“Oh!” I said, finally understanding. “You’re the new scullery maid!” I’d heard Cook telling Master Betrys she’d hired a girl to help in the kitchens last week.


She lifted her chin. “I’m an under-cook. Not a scullery maid.”


An odd longing pinged in my chest. She looked so… confident. Like she was exactly where she wanted to be, like she knew exactly who she was. She looked the way magic made me feel. When it worked.


“Well, I’m Master Betrys’s apprentice,” I told her, taking a seat on the edge of the hearth, “and I have work to do. So you can just—”


“That candle trick was brilliant!” Moppe plunked herself down beside me. “Can you set other things on fire?”


Maybe the girl wasn’t such a bother. I loved talking about magic, sharing the wonder and glory of it, but I rarely had the chance aside from my lessons with Master Betrys. I tucked my brown braids back over my shoulders. “Yes. I mean, not stones or water or anything like that. The spell only works on things that actually burn.”


She frowned, cocking her head at the turnip as it continued its pitiful performance. “So why are you wasting so much time making a turnip wobble?”


My warm feelings chilled abruptly. “It’s dancing,” I said sharply. “Not wobbling. And it’s harder than you think!”


I smacked my turnip, sending it sailing into the fireplace. It wobbled on through the embers as the scent of roast turnip filled the air. Heaving a sigh, I headed over to the storage crate to collect a new victim.


Even with my back turned, I could feel the girl’s eyes on me. A flutter of nerves filled my belly. The whole point of practicing in the kitchen in the middle of the night was to not have an audience. But I couldn’t let Moppe rattle me. I had to focus. Returning, I propped my new turnip on the table and intoned the spell once more.


“Turnip. Animate. Dance.”


The turnip twitched. It began to roll back and forth, like a turtle tipped on its back. Only a very charitable person would have called it dancing. I snatched the thing up, ready to toss it into the fire to join its brethren.


Moppe arched her brows. “Are you sure you’re saying the right words?”


“If you think it’s so easy, maybe you should try it.” I snorted. Barely one in a thousand people were born with the ability to understand magespeak, let alone cast magic. Surely no untrained scullery maid could—


“Turnip. Animate. Dance,” said Moppe.


The purple root in my hand twitched, wriggling like a captive beetle. Startled, I let it fall. It jigged gracefully off across the worn kitchen floor.


“Ooh! It worked!” Moppe clapped her hands together, looking delighted.


My insides crumpled in shock. I’d been struggling for hours. Days. And now some kitchen girl marches in and casts it perfectly, her very first time? Was this a joke? A trick of some sort?


With a loud thump, one of the storage crates suddenly tipped over, loosing a tide of purple roots. Dozens of turnips scattered across the kitchen floor, some the size of my thumb, others nearly as large as my head.


And all of them were dancing.


All. Of. Them.


Moppe gave a stifled shriek. The turnips were getting wilder, bounding and spinning and leaping dangerously high. I yelped as one large root smacked into my chest. More hard blows battered my arms as I flung them over my face.


Desperately, I scrambled up onto the table. Moppe tried to follow, only to trip over a shimmying turnip and crash to the floor.


“Stop!” she shrieked. “Stop it! I take it back!”


“You need to use magespeak,” I shouted. “The word for deanimate is—oomph!”


Oomph was not, in fact, the magespeak word for deanimate. It was the noise I made when a leaping turnip smacked into my mouth.


But Moppe was already shouting, “Oomph! Oomph! Can’t you hear me, you nasty things? OOOOMMMPH!”


I yanked the rooty legs of the turnip that was trying to gag me. It squirmed, resisting my hold. Thumps and bumps struck the air, followed by a tinkling crunch that sounded distressingly like fine china being smashed to bits. I gave up tugging and bit down instead. The turnip gave a satisfying crunch, going limp. I spat it out.


One down. Only about one hundred more to go.


Below me, Moppe shrieked, huddling as a wave of prancing turnips bounced onto her, pelting her spine.


“Turnips. Deanimate!” I cried in magespeak, but it did nothing. I flung myself down along the edge of the sturdy table, reaching for one of Moppe’s flailing hands. “Here! Get up on the table!”


Her fingers tightened on mine as I tugged her free of the turnips. She collapsed beside me a moment later, breathless and glassy-eyed. “Watch out!” I called, as a particularly large turnip bounded onto the table, rooty feet tapping an ominous tarantella as it advanced toward us. I seized the horrid thing with both hands and was about to toss it into the hearth when a voice thundered a single phrase in magespeak.


“Turnips. Deanimate!”


There was a sound like brief, hard rain as every single turnip fell to the floor.


Slowly, painfully, I dropped the now-limp turnip and surveyed the damage.


An entire cabinet of the best china had somehow ended up on the floor, smashed to creamy, flower-spattered shards. The butter crock was upended, and trails of gold were smeared across the countertops, leading to the inert bodies of several well-oiled turnips.


More turnips lay in pools of dark vinegar near the pantry. Others were strewn across the floor, across the pantry shelves, poking out of pies and loaves of bread. Three of the purple roots had even managed to lodge themselves in the twisted iron ring of the lamp above.


At the far end of the kitchen stood Master Betrys. She’d just arrived home from the dinner party and still wore her long velvet dress cloak, embroidered with stars and moons. It rippled around her as she paced forward. Her brown face was intent as she scanned the room, missing nothing.


Master Betrys was the most impressive person I knew. Even more impressive than my mother, and that was saying a lot. So impressive that I did not have even the tiniest urge to laugh when I noticed the small turnip dangling from her left ear.


Moppe, on the other hand, let out a high-pitched giggle.


Betrys lifted one hand, gloved in midnight-blue leather, to flick the offending vegetable away. Then she looked at me. “Antonia. Explain.”


It wasn’t actually an enchantment, but it felt very much like a truth spell. I swallowed, preparing my defense, as I scrambled down from the table, followed by Moppe.


“I was, er, practicing. For my lesson tomorrow. I came to the kitchen because I didn’t want to disturb anyone.”


Master Betrys arched one eyebrow. She glanced meaningfully around the kitchen, then to the door behind her, where I could see Cook, Dorta the maid, and Mr. Thesp the butler all blinking and muzzy-eyed in their nightclothes, very much disturbed.


I swallowed a sigh. “I’m sorry, Master Betrys. This is my fault.”


“You did this? All of this?” She didn’t sound angry, but then, she never did. It was part of what made her so intimidating.


I hesitated, glancing at Moppe. As infuriating as she was, I couldn’t let her get sacked.


“Yes,” I began, but Moppe cut me off.


“It was me,” she said. “I said the words. Just like she did. I didn’t think it would make them all start moving. Especially since she could barely manage the one.”


“I was practicing!” I said through gritted teeth.


“Your name is Moppe Cler, yes?” asked Betrys, ignoring my outburst entirely.


“Yes,” said Moppe, standing stiffly to attention. “Ma’am.”


“Master,” corrected Betrys. “You’ll call me Master Betrys, if you’re to study with me.”


“Study with you?” I squawked. “But she’s the scullery maid!”


“Under-cook!” protested Moppe.


“No,” said Master Betrys. “She’s my newest apprentice.”
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NEWEST APPRENTICE, I reassured myself the next morning as I stood outside Master Betrys’s study. Not new, as in replacing the other one. I was still Master Betrys’s apprentice. I wasn’t giving up that easily. There was a question I had to ask of her, and I was running out of time. Before I could lose my courage, I rapped my knuckles against the door.


“Enter.”


The door swung inward, admitting me into a comfortable room dominated by a massive mahogany desk. Shelves and cabinets lined the walls, with doors of glass to display the trinkets and tomes inside, gathered by Master Betrys on her many travels across the lands. She had led such an exciting life! Maybe someday I would do the same. Or we might travel together, searching out long-lost magical artifacts and discovering ancient grimoires. I would have loved to step closer and examine her treasures, but I could feel Master Betrys watching me from across the desk. I drew a bracing breath, then started forward.


“Stay to your right,” she said crisply. “Don’t step on the roses.”


I froze, eyeing the pink floral design woven along the left edge of the lush carpet. It looked innocent enough. “What’s wrong with them?”


“I’ve placed a few spells around the study, as a precaution,” Betrys replied, as I picked my way gingerly to the right side of her desk. “I’ve had some… unwelcome guests of late.”


“You mean thieves?” I asked.


“Of a sort. I caught that nuisance snooping around my study a few days ago.”


She gestured to the nearest shelf, where a large golden cage sat between a bulbous lump of shiny red rock and an ancient-looking lyre with only one remaining string. In the cage perched a creature that looked very much like a ferret, except that it was pure white with silver markings. As if it sensed my interest, the creature raised its head, watching me with luminous blue eyes. Something about their intensity made me quiver deep inside, as if unseen whiskers were snuffling along my spine. “A ferret?”


“A furtive,” said Betrys. “Or the Furtive. He seems to have an excessively grand opinion of himself.”


“And why not?” came a squeaky voice from the cage. “I am the bearer of untold mysteries. The keeper of a thousand secrets, including yours, Julien Betrys.”


I blinked in amazement. “It talks!”


“It does far more than talk,” said Betrys. “The creature feeds on secrets. Someone sent him here in search of one of mine.”


The Furtive blinked. Glittering whiskers shivered as he pressed his stubby nose between the golden bars. “Mmmm. And what would you give to know who sent me?”


“Nothing,” said Betrys grimly. “I have a fair guess.”


The creature gave a disappointed whiffle. “Then perhaps the girl will feed me?” The Furtive coiled his long pale body, round ears perking up.


“Take care,” warned Betrys. “If the creature touches you, it will sniff out your secrets. Pull them from your thoughts.”


I took a step back as the tickle of phantom whiskers returned. “Er, no. No, thank you.”


Master Betrys’s lips compressed to a thin line. She rose and strode over to the shelf, swept up a heavy velvet cloth, and draped it over the cage. The Furtive gave a shrill protest, then fell blessedly silent.


“That’s better,” said Betrys, returning to her desk.


“Is it enchanted?” I asked. My mind was already spinning, imagining the complexity of the spell required to create such a creature.


“Perhaps. There are many such beings in the world, creatures that were once animal—or even human—who fell prey to a malicious or foolish wizard and ended up permanently altered. Flying horses, poet-hogs, mermaids, and the like. Once such creatures breed, it becomes nearly impossible to reverse the original enchantment. I’ve freed this one from his master’s compulsion spell, but he could still cause considerable havoc, given his… gifts.”


She sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose. “It’s a good reminder that magic can have unforeseen consequences. But I hardly need lecture you on that count. Your rigor and attention to detail have always been admirable.”


My cheeks warmed. I treasured Master Betrys’s compliments. They were rare, but true. Like a handful of perfectly cut sapphires to tuck into the rattling treasure box of my heart. Which was why it was so important that she understand what magic meant to me. That it wasn’t simply something I was studying. It was in my soul, just like it was in hers.


“It’s not just rigor,” I said. “I love magic. More than anything.”


“Yes,” said Master Betrys, with a wry quirk of her lips. “I had gotten that impression, given you’ve already read every single volume of Pendyce’s History of Magic. Even the deadly dull one that’s all plumbing charms.”


“None of it is dull to me,” I said. “There’s that zing that snaps through you when you say the last word in a spell and it lifts up all crackling and ready. It makes me feel like—”


I caught myself. I’d already said too much. Master Betrys probably thought I was a loon. Heat flushed my cheeks, and I stared at the tips of my shoes, pressing into the soft pile of the carpet.


“Like you’re part of something greater?” She spoke softly. “Yes. I understand.”


I jerked my chin up, meeting her gaze. There was no judgment, no scorn. My breath whooshed out, a gust of relief tinged with bittersweet yearning. No one had looked at me like that in years. Not since my brother, Florian, died.


Mother had certainly never understood. To her, everything was a row of numbers in one of her ledger books. Magic was only of value if it could add to the final tally.


Her warning echoed in my ears. Six months, Antonia. I only had two weeks left. I needed some sort of proof that I was making progress. Something that would impress even Mother.


Something like a letter of recommendation to the Schola Magica, back on the mainland of Regia Terra. At the Schola there were entire libraries of books about magic. Enormous codices full of words in the language of the ancients, the tongue said to have been used by the gods themselves to shape our world. There was so much I could learn! Sometimes the fierce need of it would twist me awake in the middle of the night, pinning me with hope and longing.


I’d been too scared to ask Master Betrys about it before now. Afraid she would say no. But there was no more time. I had to try. Before the newest apprentice made her rethink my position here. “Master Betrys, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask. I was hoping you might consider—”


A rap sounded at the door.


“Hold that thought,” Betrys said, gesturing to the door. It swung open to admit Dorta. The maid took a tentative step into the room, bobbing a brisk curtsy. “If you please, Master Betrys, there’s a visitor come to see Miss Antonia.”


An icy knife of foreboding sliced up my spine. “Wh-who is it?”


“It’s Councillor Durant, miss,” said Dorta. “She’s waiting for you in the parlor.”


All my rising hopes began to plummet like wingless birds. I didn’t have two weeks. I didn’t even have two hours!


Mother was here right now.





I hesitated outside the door to the parlor, steeling my nerves. Maybe this was merely a social visit. Perhaps Mother was just passing through the neighborhood and decided to stop to say hello to her only daughter. There wasn’t anything strange about that.


Except that Mother hadn’t come to visit me one single time in the past five and a half months. If she wanted to see me—which wasn’t often—she summoned me home. She must be here about my apprenticeship. I pushed the door open, then marched in to face my doom.


And a beautiful doom she was, as tall and glossy as one of the festival mares parading through the streets at the first landing celebration. Her dark hair hung in braided loops, caught up by a circlet of gold wrought in a pattern of roses and thorns. An unsubtle reference to the imperial flag of Regia Terra.


She sat in one of the plush armchairs, holding a cup of tea. As I curtsied, her green eyes narrowed, ready to catch the smallest stumble.


“Mother,” I said, my voice a tight croak. “How lovely to see you.”


She gestured to the hard-backed chair beside her, even though the room was furnished with several other armchairs. “Sit.”


I perched on the edge of the wooden chair. Now that I was closer, I caught a faint whiff of roses. Anyone else would think it was her perfume, but I recognized the scent of her favorite pressed powder, the one she only used when she hadn’t been sleeping and needed to cover the dark smudges under her eyes. For a brief moment a memory caught me. It must have been years ago. Mother was laughing, dabbing my nose with a sweet-smelling powder puff, telling me how not all armor was made of steel.


“Are you feeling well, Mother?” I began tentatively.


There was only the briefest of hesitations before she lifted her chin. “Of course, darling. But I’m not here to talk about myself. I’m here to discuss you.”


She set her teacup on the table between us, beside a towering tray of cakes. She hadn’t touched them. And with her watching, I didn’t dare take one for myself. Not even the round of golden pastry oozing my favorite almond cream.


“You recall what I told you, Antonia, when you embarked upon this venture,” she said, pouring a second cup of tea. She doled out a tiny glug of cream, then handed it to me. “I believe I made my expectations quite clear.”


“Yes, Mother.” I took the cup, forced to accept her words along with the tea.


“It’s been six months.”


An ember of rebellion flared. “Five and a half months.”


Mother arched a perfect brow. “And what have you learned in five and a half months that’s of use to the Durant family?”


If only I’d had time to prepare for this interview! Surely one of the spells I’d learned would impress even Mother. But giving her enchanted hiccups would probably just annoy her. And I doubted she’d follow me to the bathroom for a demonstration of plumbing charms. First Word preserve me, every single useful thought seemed to have dribbled out of my ears.


“I—I worked out a new variation of the Pinthou Principle to generate movement in vapor.” It had been my proudest moment in recent memory. Master Betrys even said she might include it in the treatise she was working on, with credit. My own name, in the Schola journal!


Mother tilted her head. “And what exactly does that mean?”


I coughed. “Er. It means I can make shapes in smoke and steam.”


She did not look remotely impressed. If I didn’t change her mind, right now, my magical education was over.


“Wait,” I said, “I’ll show you!” I sputtered out the spell.


The steam rising from our cups began to writhe and twist, spinning up into the shape of a fluttering butterfly. This was the sort of spell I was best at. Fiddly and technical and not particularly powerful. I watched Mother, hoping she noticed how I’d even managed to get the patterns on the wings.


For a moment, I thought I had reached her. Something went soft around her eyes. My brother, Florian, had loved butterflies. One year he even filled a glass jar with buckthorn and raised a small brown caterpillar, waiting and watching as it spun itself a cocoon. He woke us early one morning, to see it emerge with glimmering green wings and fly away free into the dawn. Mother had laughed and kissed him on the forehead, and called him her butterfly boy even though he was a young man of fifteen. It suited him. He was always moving, always fluttering from person to person, vivid as a scrap of daydream, sipping any sweetness life could offer.


I was no butterfly. I could never replace him. I just wanted to make Mother smile again, the way he had. To show her how beautiful magic could be.


But as she watched my steam-spun creation, Mother looked more sad than happy. She swallowed sharply. “It’s lovely, darling,” she said. “But lovely isn’t the same as useful.” She slashed one hand through the steam, tearing the ghostly wings to tatters. “Enough foolishness.”


If only I knew the spell to make myself into the daughter she wanted me to be. But the one spell that could really make Mother happy was the one that was impossible. There was no magic that could change the past, or restore the dead to life.


I fought to regain control of my spinning thoughts. If Mother had already decided to end my magical education, she wouldn’t have bothered to come here. Between her work on the council and running the Durant Trading Company, she didn’t have time to waste on failure. She’d have simply summoned me home.


Which meant there was still a chance she’d allow me to stay. But she wanted something in return. And I was tired of playing games. “If you think magic is foolishness, why did you send me here? You never do anything without good reason. Just tell me what you want, Mother. Please.”


She regarded me over the brim of her teacup. “Tell me about Master Betrys. What do you think of her?”


It wasn’t the response I was expecting. Nevertheless, I answered truthfully.


“She’s brilliant. Her work on enchantments is revolutionary. She’s the first person to propose a reasonable alternate to the Quelch Principle. And she’s an amazing teacher.”


“Gracious,” said Mother. “It sounds as if she means a great deal to you.”


For one brief moment, a traitorous thought flitted through my mind. How different my life would be if Master Betrys were my mother. I could fling myself into my studies without shame, without feeling like I was a negative number on the balance sheet, in desperate need of correction. I could talk about the things I loved without boring her. I would never have to parse her smiles to calculate how much of them was real.


Mother must have noticed my hesitation. A faint frown wrinkled her brow. A stab of guilt pierced me.


“I’m just grateful to be studying with her. She’s the best wizard on the entire island of Medasia.”


“Indeed.” Mother’s eyes glinted as if she’d just found a loophole in a trade treaty. “I understand that she is a direct descendent of Lyrica Drakesbane herself. A potent magical lineage.”


That was strange. Mother usually didn’t pay much attention to magical history. Then again, Lyrica Drakesbane had been more than just a brilliant wizard. She’d been the closest friend and confidant of Queen Meda, founder of the island province we called home.


“It places your Master Betrys in a pivotal position,” she continued. “Especially given the current political situation. Tell me, Antonia, do you think that Master Betrys favors the Liberation movement?”


“Master Betrys is no rebel!” It was a ridiculous notion. Everyone knew the Liberationists were vile criminals. Heartless and cruel.


Mother gave an impatient twitch of her fingers. “I didn’t say that. I asked if she favored the declaration of a free Medasian state. She must have some opinion on the matter.”


“Master Betrys hates politics. She says it’s a messy, inconvenient, dangerous distraction.”


Mother’s brows arched. “Does she?”


My stomach twisted. I should have kept my mouth shut. I didn’t want to get Master Betrys in trouble.


“I believe she will soon find it impossible to remain neutral,” my mother said. “A most distressing rumor has come to the attention of the council. It seems the rebels are seeking to reclaim the lost Medasian crown. The one that grants its bearer control of the Black Drake.”


I thought of the painting that hung in Master Betrys’s library, showing Queen Meda taming the giant sea serpent. His glossy ebon coils churning the sea to pale froth. A massive head, rippling with a mane of sharp spines, split to show a snarling maw of jagged teeth. All that power had once belonged to Meda and her heirs.


“But the crown was destroyed,” I protested.


It had happened a hundred years ago, after the death of King Goros, the last of the Medasian bloodline. When Goros died, the Black Drake had gone wild, ravaging the coast, destroying everything in its path. All Medasia might have fallen to ruin had it not been for Terwyn Drakesbane—Master Betrys’s great-grandfather—who managed to use the crown long enough to banish the Black Drake to the bottom of the sea, then destroyed the artifact so no one else could ever wield it. After that, Medasia had become a province of the empire, and all had been peaceful. Until now. Until the so-called Liberation began calling for rebellion and the restoration of an independent Medasia, free from imperial control.


“Perhaps not,” said Mother. “We have reason to believe that Terwyn Drakesbane only claimed to have destroyed the crown. That in truth, he kept it. Hid it. And passed the secret on to his own heirs.”


My lips parted, but it took me a moment to find the words. “Master Betrys? You think Master Betrys has the crown? That she’s going to give it to the Liberation?”


“Not necessarily,” said Mother. “But they may seek to take it from her.”


The cool blue gaze of the Furtive stared back at me from my memory. It had been sent to find one of Master Betrys’s secrets. Was that secret the location of the crown?


“It would be a powerful tool,” continued Mother. “With the crown, the rebels could summon the Black Drake. Could send it against the Imperial Navy. We must all do everything in our power to stop that. You understand that, don’t you? You’ve seen what the rebels are capable of.”


My throat squeezed tight. I blinked hard, knowing how Mother hated tears. I had never seen her weep, ever. Not even when the soldiers came to tell us that my brother was dead, killed by Liberationists who had attacked his ship and claimed it for their rebellion.


It was all so senseless. Life on the island of Medasia was pleasant, comfortable, and secure. As a province of Regia Terra, we had the protection of the Imperial Navy, and a market for our fish and oil and our famous Medasian purple dye. What would independence gain us? And was it really worth killing my brother and those other sailors?


“So why don’t you just ask Master Betrys about it?” I asked.


“I have. She denies all knowledge of the crown’s location. Thus I am forced to consider alternate means of gathering information.”


“What do you—oh.” The truth hit me hard as a cannon, stealing my breath for a long moment. “You want me to spy on her.”


I felt cold, as if someone had suddenly shoved me out into a frigid winter night. Of course.


“I want you to be a loyal subject of the emperor. And a dutiful daughter, who understands that everything comes with a price. Including your position here as an apprentice.”


“That’s why I’m here,” I said dully. “That’s why you agreed to let me apprentice with Master Betrys. You don’t care about me becoming a wizard.”


I’d actually let myself believe she—not cared, not anything that soft and sentimental—but at least respected my dreams. That she was giving me a chance to prove myself.


But the truth was, I was just another playing piece in her games. I gulped down the tightness in my throat. “I’m not spying on Master Betrys. I won’t betray her like that.”


For a brief moment, I almost thought Mother looked… hurt. Then her gaze narrowed. “This is the way of the world, Antonia. Everything has a price. If you want to continue your magical studies, you know what you have to do.”


“So that’s it? If I don’t find the crown, I can’t study magic?”


“There are greater things at stake than your studies, Antonia.” She set her empty cup down with a decisive clink. “You might also consider that if the crown isn’t recovered soon—or worse, falls into the wrong hands—your dear Master Betrys might find herself accused of treason. Surely you want to protect her from such a fate.”


A cold fist gripped my insides. “Please, Mother, I’m begging you—”


“Don’t beg, darling. Focus on the task at hand. Find me the location of the crown. I’ll expect a report on your progress next week, at Lord Buccanyl’s gala.”


She stood then and made for the door. At the threshold she paused to glance back. “Don’t disappoint me.”
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I PEERED FROM THE WINDOW of Master Betrys’s carriage as we rattled along the highway north of Port Meda. The scrubby cliff tops were bare, save for a few stunted salt pines, their dark branches twisted like old men hunching down against the wind, and a few tumbled stone foundations. A tiny hamlet had once stood here, but the spotted fever had wiped it out two centuries ago. There were no houses now, no people. Only a few wild goats who watched our carriage pass with slitted gold eyes.


We’d already been driving for an hour, and Master Betrys still hadn’t revealed the purpose of our journey. On the seat across from me, Moppe fidgeted, staring out her own window, the basic grimoire Master Betrys had given her to review lying limp in her lap. She’d barely made it through the first chapter.


I watched her covertly for a few moments, until she caught me staring and snatched up the book again. I had a brief glimpse of her cheeks flushing crimson before she hid her face behind the covers.


I should have been reviewing my own grimoire—a fascinating treatise on culinary spells—but all I could think of was Mother’s ultimatum. I had no doubt she would whisk me away from my apprenticeship and refuse to let me study magic ever again. But would she really go so far as to have Master Betrys arrested?


I had to find another solution. A way to answer Mother’s demand without betraying my teacher or getting her thrown into prison. I cleared my throat, scooting sideways, so I was directly across from Betrys. She glanced up from her own magical notations. “Yes? Do you have a question, Antonia?”


“Er…” I hesitated. Telling the truth—even just a part of it—was a risk. Mother would be furious if she knew. She’d say I was compromising my position, wasting the element of surprise.


Betrys closed her notebook, giving me her full attention. Her gaze slipped to the book in my hands, and a slight smile touched her lips. “Have you gotten to the part about the enchanted cream puffs? Isn’t it brilliant? And he doesn’t even consider the possibility of—”


“Layering charms in different types of custard?” I suggested.


“Exactly!” She gave me a nod of approval that filled me to the core with warmth, until I remembered what I’d really meant to ask.


I gripped my resolution firmly. I was no good at Mother’s political games. I had to do this my way. Master Betrys had always treated me with respect. She deserved no less in return.


“I was just wondering… you know how my mother visited me this morning?”


“Indeed. I gather it was more than just a social call?”


“Yes. She’s worried about the Liberation.”


Betrys arched one brow. “Is she?”


“I guess there are, er, rumors that they might be trying to find the lost crown of Medasia. You know, the one that summons the Black Drake?”
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