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PROLOGUE
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The prince stood before the witch lashed to the stake and read out his sentence in a high, trembling voice. 

“The land can only have one master, and that master is God. Good man, why have you turned your back on Him? Why would you defy His anointed, my father? Is it true what the witnesses say, that you conspire to commit murder with witchcraft? That you cursed this town to fall to ruin?”

All around them, torches blazed. It was late evening in the town. The witch burning should have happened early in the day with the sun high overhead, but the day slipped away. It took the better part of the morning to build the pyre, and another six hours to find a lord with the authority to pronounce the sentence. 

That it was the Prince of Ammar himself called to read the witch’s sentence made the event worth watching. Men and women of the town who otherwise would’ve kept inside during the cold winter evening flooded the square now to catch a glimpse of royalty. They hardly spared a glance for the man tied to the stake. Those who knew him pretended not to, lest the church accuse them of witchcraft, too. Any man or woman in Ammar might be accused of it, if their words could curse as a witch’s could.

“I didn’t,” the man wept. The torchlight shone in the tracks of tears freezing to his cheeks in the wind. “The road is blocked with lords’ sleds... the inns are too full. All I wanted was a drink and a bed. I was angry—I said some words is all!”

The Prince of Ammar shifted from foot to foot. He looked to be barely out of boyhood—all gawky angles in a face with no beard and wide blue eyes like a doll’s. He stood a whole head shorter than the two royal guards behind him, dressed in matching red cloaks and bearing swords. 

“Are you a mage?” the prince asked. His hand tightened on the glittering hilt of his own sword, the fingers of the hand opposite shaping a warding sign against evil. “Were you sent here by my father’s enemies, working black magic to lead your neighbors astray?”

“I never,” screamed the witch. “I talk to the wind. It don’t talk back. If it did, I would fly away, far away from here... But look! I am still here. I’m here, God help me...”

The witch’s pitiful prayer echoed in the square. All around them, the low-slung cottages pressed close, as if listening to what the Prince of Ammar would reply to the witch. The wind moaned between the beams of wood and set the torches guttering. They cast long shadows over the prince’s boyish face. 

At length, with tears in his own eyes, the prince said to the witch: “I believe you. But I... I cannot spare you. My father’s witch law stands: let none go unburnt. Your sentence is pronounced, and you are to die.”

One of the priests from the church lifted a torch from its iron stand and brought it to the foot of the pyre. The smell of smoke unfurled in the night wind. The witch on the pyre smelled it, smelled the leather of his shoes and the wool of his pants catching fire. He choked out a sob, the wretched sound punctuated with gibbering. It might’ve been a prayer—or a spell. 

Lightning exploded out of the sky, casting the world in stark white. The witch opened his eyes wide and broke off his prayer. He screamed aloud over a clap of thunder: “No! No! Kill me, God, not the prince, not the prince!” 

A knife flashed in the dark. Its silver edge arced down from the arm of a royal guard right into the Prince of Ammar’s back. The witch screamed. The prince screamed. Then the flames of the pyre swept upward, sucked into the air like weeds ripped from the ground. All around the town, the wood wailed and cracked as the wind splintered it. 

Of the few people who survived the calamity that day, no one could quite agree what had happened first. Was it the assassin’s knife, or the tornado that struck the town? Everyone agreed on one thing.

Someone had heard the witch’s prayer to spare the Prince of Ammar. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 1
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Prince Anryniel lay at the foot of a mountain slope with a knife in his back. He came around when a white-hot lance of pain shot through his left shoulder. He sat up, shaking off a rind of snow and splintered wood. Stunned, he looked around and realized the wind had flung him like a rock from a sling. He looked down at his arm, noticing how it seemed to throb when the wind touched it. From the elbow down, his skin was a tangle of burnt velvet and blackened flesh. 

He’d fallen on the pyre—or it fell onto him when the wind ripped the burning timbers upwards. The witch’s cloud sucked everything into the sky to hurl miles across the ground. Debris dotted the snow all around him, splinters of lumber and shards of glass littered across the snowy slope. 

A spell, it was a spell! Anryn thought. Never in his eighteen years had he seen witchcraft before. The priests all spoke of it as if it were a small and secret thing—whispers in the dark, the curl of perfumed smoke from incense over a brass lamp. A witch might say a few foul words and then sometime later their neighbor would fall down dead. Never, never had Anryn thought that it could be like this. A calamity that seemed to come from everywhere at once and touch all that beheld it. 

He tried to reach for the knife with his good arm, but could not stretch far enough to do more than brush the hilt with his fingers. Anryn looked around to see if someone were nearby to help, but not even a plume of smoke could be seen in the low gray clouds that dragged over the valley. He must have been miles from Dorland, even further away from the safety of Amwarren University—or any town he knew that would offer him shelter. 

Anryn had the vague impression someone was nearby, watching him. He did not want to find out who it might be. The witch’s curse had brought down the wind, but someone else had stabbed him.

I have to get away, a voice inside his mind urged. It repeated itself, rising above the memory of the wind, louder than the dull roar in his ears. Get up and move...

Anryn stumbled to his feet. He could see the slumped strip of a road beneath the fresh fallen snow, snaking up the mountainside into a thick tree line. He thought it might be the North Road that wound through the mountains around Dorland. This range of peaks separated his kingdom from the next—shielding Ammar from the magic of its neighbor, Nynomath. The mage kingdom loomed just beyond the frost-kissed crags thrust into the sky. No one came near this range now, not since Anryn’s father defeated Nynomath in battle and shut the border dozens of years before Anryn was born.

He started up the road. Snow crunched under his feet and the witch’s scream echoed in his head. Deep in the chill green veil of the tree line, he pressed himself to the bole of an old pine and tried to gather his wits. Anryn still had his sword. He clutched it in his good hand, steadying himself. He’d lost his cloak. If Anryn could not find shelter soon, he would freeze to death in the night. 

A rustle of leaves startled him. Anryn looked around and thought he saw a shadow pass behind a tree a dozen yards away. He clutched his sword and fought to stop the rising panic that threatened to overwhelm him. Was it an assassin? Was it a witch? 

It did not matter. He had to keep going, or he would die there in the woods. Anryn found the thin trail of the North Road winding up the mountain and started to climb. Surely there would be a village up here. Some small place that fished from the river or kept goats on the plains. His teeth chattered even as he tried to grit them together. 

I’m going to die out here, he thought, despairing. Anryniel, scrawny son of the Lightning King, couldn’t even burn a witch at the stake properly...

Like most men, Anryn felt he would never live up to his father. King Anathas, the Lightning King, rose like a hero out of legend. He married a woman for love and led an army over a mountain by a hidden path to surprise the enemy. Prince Anryniel was a living contrast. He was never tall enough, smart enough, strong enough... something enough to be worthy of the Lightning King. 

And here I am, surprised by an enemy... running away from a fight instead of toward, Anryn thought. What kind of king would he become, he wondered. 

The quiet voice urging him on seemed to reply: Live long enough and you might find out.

Anryn thought he saw a light in the distance. The trees thinned and, sure enough, he spied a cluster of houses stacked onto the slope. They were old and abandoned—the rotted roofs jagged like a mouth full of broken teeth against the night sky. Higher up from the ring, one house glowed with firelight in the windows, and smoke curled from its chimney. He stumbled toward the house, his uneven pace quickening at the sight of safety. 

Anryn didn’t hear the footsteps in the snow behind him until his hand hit the weathered fence. He turned and barely had time to think before the flash of steel came down. By some miracle, his sword met it before the blade could find its target. 

Don’t think—react! Anryn slid into a sideways stance, narrowing his body so that his attacker would have a smaller target. His ankle protested when his knees flexed. Yet his numb feet seemed to recall some feeling as he shuffled them backward over the ground. His fencing masters always said the key to any fight was distance between himself and his attacker—be they witch, mage, or man.

Now he could see that it was a man—one of the sleigh drivers who had brought him to the witch burning. Other than this, Anryn knew nothing about the servant. Nor why he would want to kill the Lightning King’s only son. Charcoal-colored hair and beige skin flecked with sunspots. He wore the colors of the royal family of Ammar and bore a sword thicker and wider than the knife still buried in Anryn’s back. 

“Who are you?” Anryn shouted. He tilted his wrist inward, angling the cutting edge of his blade toward the man’s face. “What do you want?”

In answer, the driver slashed at him. His teeth gnashed the air, lips peeled back in a wordless snarl. 

Anryn met the slash with the flat of his blade. He followed up with a thrust over the top of the cross guard, aiming for the man’s face. A hard parry nearly knocked Anryn’s sword from his hand. He saved himself by using the force of the blow to rotate his sword out of the engagement.

His sword now below the man’s guard, Anryn thrust again. This time, his ankle gave out and the prince stumbled. In this frantic moment, the tip of his weapon met flesh—and the momentum of his slip drove it home. 

“Little blue-blooded shit...!” the driver snarled. He grabbed for the blade that impaled him, not seeming to realize how deep it had gone into his gut. 

Anryn wrenched back on his hilt, one-handed. Warm flecks of blood landed on his cheek. The wet coppery smell hit him, and Anryn fell to his knees, retching. The knife in his shoulder wrenched at him as he doubled over. Dark spots swam behind his eyes, and the roar of the wind howled in his ears again. The memory of the witch’s tornado swallowed him up in a swirl of black. 

For an age, Anryn could not say whether he died there in the snow—or only fainted. 

No, he thought, I’m not dead. Death could not be so warm and soft. It felt like being held by his mother, when Anryn was still very small. The gauzy warmth of her veil under Anryn’s fingertips. 

“You are the Prince of Ammar. You have nothing to fear,” Queen Eva would say, stroking her son’s hair. “I’ve got my eyes on you.”

This time when Anryn came around he saw a tall, pale man leaning over him. Not a servant, but a peasant with brown hair and fine, dark eyes beneath heavy brows. Anryn frowned—the man stood far too close for a peasant to stand near a prince. He sat up and the man stepped back. 

They were together inside a cottage with a low thatched roof and a stone chimney. A fire crackled in the little hearth, and wolf pelts covered the floor. The bed he sat on was piled high with wool blankets over a thick straw mattress. This must have been the cottage he’d seen from the road, Anryn thought. 

The peasant went to a chair beside the fire and slumped down onto it. After a moment, he pointed. Anryn’s gaze followed to where the man’s long finger stretched, and he found a teapot beside a chipped stone cup. Shaking and faint, he reached for it. It felt warm cradled in his palms. 

Anryn looked at the liquid inside and saw nothing amiss—a dark amber tea like any brewed from the dried black leaves sold in Ammar’s markets. He swallowed a hot mouthful, thirst overpowering caution. His tongue went numb in an instant and his eyes watered. 

Whiskey, he thought, gagging. A peasant’s last resort—that’s what the Lightning King called it. 

Then Anryn noticed his left hand, curled around the teacup. Where the skin had been black and red, he saw new pink flesh underneath the ragged edges of his burnt shirt. The fingers tingled as the whiskey crept into his blood. He rolled his shoulders and felt only the slightest twinge where the knife had been.

He glanced at the tall, pale peasant. The man stared right back without blinking. He looked not very much older than Anryn, but a strange heaviness clung to him. Something that should not have been, like a compass pointing east. 

This man is a witch, he realized. 

There was a saying among Ammar’s priests—If you find yourself on the same road twice, be sure to read the signs the second time. Until Dorland, Anryn had never before met a witch. The Lightning King’s witch laws kept them well away from the royal court, from churches, and from all the places the Prince of Ammar was expected to go. Now, in just one day, he’d met two witches—one whose life Anryn ended, and one who had apparently saved Anryn’s.  

He glanced around the cottage again. A sigh of relief swept over his lips when he found his sword in its scabbard propped beside the bed. He set down the cup and snatched it up. Having it in his hands made Anryn remember himself—and the courtly manners to which he’d been raised. 

He cleared his throat and spoke to the witch: “You’ll pardon me for staying the night. I swear as Prince of Ammar, I will repay you the favor.” 

“Are you sure?” The witch spoke very slowly, as if he tested each word before it left his mouth. 

“Of course,” Anryn replied. 

“I mean—are you sure you are a ‘prince?’ ” the witch asked him. “You... look like a girl.”

The blunt comment shocked Anryn. He knew that he was small for his age—and try as he might, he hadn’t been able to grow a beard. But a girl? How dare he! What sort of girl wore a sword?

“I am Anryniel of Mahaut, Prince of Ammar, son of the Lightning King.” Anryn said, making his voice as sharp as he could. “Of course I am not a girl.”

The witch stood from his chair so fast he knocked it over. The shadows from the fireplace seemed to grow longer while the light in the hearth dimmed. The heaviness he’d felt before spread from the witch, and Anryn’s nose prickled as if it were about to bleed. 

“Are you a mage?” the witch snarled. 

This was more than an insult to Anryn. No one in Ammar would suffer themselves to be called a mage—one of the meddlesome fiends of Nynomath. Pride won out over fear. Anryn drew his sword and pointed it at the witch, the tip of it just an arm’s length from the man’s chest. 

“Not another word, peasant. Utter one more ridiculous aspersion, and I will cut your tongue from your mouth!” he snarled. 

“It would grow back,” the witch laughed. His cheeks flushed pink, and his eyes glistened like raindrops on glass. Drunk, Anryn realized. 

“What is your name?” he demanded. 

“Maertyn Blackfire,” the witch answered. He picked up his chair and sat back down. He started to chew on a fingernail. “This is my house. I am not used to having people in it.” 

Anryn could well believe it. This peasant, living all alone in an abandoned village, had no sense of manners or even conversation. His voice was strange, too—uneven, as though the man had forgotten how to speak. So much the better, Anryn decided. It would make it harder for him to cast spells. 

The prince drew himself up and, with the sword still pointed at the witch, spoke with all the authority he could muster.

“I am not ‘people.’ I am a prince,” Anryn said. “Your prince; this is my father’s land you live on. You do him homage by giving me shelter. I will be sleeping here tonight and departing tomorrow.” 

“That... is good, I think,” Maertyn said around the fingernail in his mouth. “But is your father sending more men to kill you...? Like the one in my yard?” 

Anryn thought of the sleigh driver, remembering the colors of the jacket. The tip of his sword wavered in the air. Had his father sent that man?

He was the only son of the Lightning King, born late in his father’s reign. King Anathas had no other heirs. Even Anryn’s cousin, Gruffydd the Younger, had never been named more than a godson to the King. Anathas needed Anryn—not only to succeed him, but to marry a rich heiress with a mighty fleet to lead into war with Nynomath. The wedding was just weeks away.

Perhaps Anryn was more of a disappointment than he’d even realized. 

The witch held out the teacup full of whiskey to him. “You want a drink?” 

Anryn took the cup from the witch. He gulped it down, for once heedless of what his father might say. 
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CHAPTER 2
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Ammarish fashions were designed by the devil, Beatrice decided. Insulting enough that she, the daughter of Duke Cesar of Sanchia, had to cover her hair and her face—two of her most prized assets in the marriage market—in her first audience with her new father-in-law. That she also needed to wear a starched collar beneath it seemed the very epitome of unfairness. Who could possibly appreciate the crisp whiteness of it beneath three layers of dyed silk gauze?  

Beatrice’s patience wore thin awaiting her audience with the King. She must’ve sighed—her brother Riccardo shot her a reproving look. As a marquess representing their father, he dressed to show off the wealth and riches of Sanchia while still paying homage to Ammar’s local customs. He wore a long Ammarish court frock with its many buttons, but embellished it with heavy jeweled pins and an embroidered cravat that matched Beatrice’s veil in color and cost.  

Duke Cesar and his Duchess Sofia raised all their children to believe that pride was a virtue, not a sin. Their sons sailed the galleons of the Golden Fleet with an eye toward one day captaining the warships when Ammar called its bannermen to war. Daughters took the role of great ladies, raised to genteel deportment and fine manners, so that they could marry lords and elevate Sanchia’s position in the theater of the world. 

The Duke wanted all his children to rise to the pinnacle of power. He taught all his children, regardless of sex, to defend their pride, even to the point of violence. Beatrice would have cut the starched collar from her throat with a knife, if Riccardo hadn’t taken all her weapons from her before sailing for Ammar. 

Not that she was a violent person. Raised in a court full of effusive troubadours and opportunistic privateers, however, she’d learned that it was always a good idea to have a few tricks up her sleeve... or tucked between her breasts.

Beatrice sighed again, this time with flourish—her shoulders sweeping up and down so that the gauzy folds of her veil would ruffle. They had been standing in the reception area for what felt like hours. Even sighing was hard in Ammar, with her dress cinched tightly under her ribs by a jewel-encrusted silver belt. 

The belt at least she was proud of. It had been a gift from her father on the occasion of her first menses only four years ago. Her mother said that she should wear it often, to signal to the world that she claimed a woman’s place. The shape the belt gave her served as an advertisement of her hips and bosom and how well they would bear and suckle babies. 

The veil thoroughly spoiled the effect. Beatrice understood the entire point of the garment—protection from unwanted gazes—but she still resented it. Sanchia’s ladies wore them only at Church because that was where God might be watching; Ammar’s ladies wore them all the time because their King commanded it. 

“Settle down,” Riccardo whispered to her in their native language.

Prick, she thought, scowling at her brother—knowing that he couldn’t see her scowling. Foul language, and an unkind thing to think of her own brother. Yet the colorful insults and coarse words of Sanchia were some of the most fun words to say. They captured her feelings better than any formal language could. 

Right now, Beatrice had a few choice words for Ammar. The more Beatrice saw of the country that was to be her new home, the angrier she became at her brother, her father, and every male she met. With each passing moment, she felt herself becoming less a person and more a piece of furniture. She wondered if her betrothed, Prince Anryniel, might try to sit on her as if she were a chair.

“You wouldn’t talk to the Queen of Ammar that way,” she hissed at Riccardo.

“You’re not the Queen yet,” her brother hissed back. 

But Beatrice would be, if the King of Ammar liked her. Cesar of Sanchia coached his daughter on this legal point: Ammar’s King was an absolute monarch, and as long as he lived, all she needed to do was to please him, and her marriage would move ahead. Then, one day, she would be the Queen of Ammar. Maybe then she could do away with the veil at court and say as many foul words as she liked. 

At last, a steward said they might approach to be let into His Majesty’s presence. Beatrice moved her arms out from her body in a half circle as if she were about to embrace a child. This helped to lift the layers of her veil a little away from her legs, a trick her mother had taught her to avoid trodding on the embroidered hem of it. Hers had nearly two pounds of silver and green thread worked throughout the silk gauze—both to weigh it down and to showcase her skill with a needle, a prized trait among all the wives of the civilized world. 

Ammar, the country made rich by her family’s privateering and rich again through conquest in and around the enchanted lands of Nynomath, appreciated functional decoration. Their buildings were made of long halls of stacked stone and timber, the floors of fine buildings laid with geometric mosaics of polished wood. The palace in the capital, Mahaut, had a square center flanked on either side by crenelated towers lined with stained glass. Beatrice noticed with approval that fine Sanchian rugs had been placed in the throne room when she entered. She hoped it was a sign that opulence wasn’t too much to hope for in the life of the Queen of Ammar. 

The throne room of the palace looked like the Duke of Sanchia’s. Long, low benches that could be pulled up to tables or pushed back against the walls, and only one chair for the King to sit on, a throne. 

The troubadours sang that the Blood Throne belonged to the first King of Ammar, blessed by God with marriage to one of His angels. All the Kings of Ammar sat in the high-backed wooden thing, carved all over with the swirling Sun and long, flowing letters in Ammarish script. Beatrice thought it looked uncomfortable. 

When they entered, the men of the court stood to either side of the rug, erect and attentive, their feet shifting with slight squeaks on the parquet floor as they turned to face the newcomers. Beatrice glanced upward and to the sides as far as she could beneath the netting of her veil, dismayed when she noted the lack of a gallery anywhere for the ladies of court. 

In Beatrice’s home, Duchess Sofia had her own chair on the dais beside Cesar’s ducal throne. Ladies of the household were permitted to watch proceedings from behind a painted screen. As far as Beatrice could see with her limited field of vision, she was the only woman in Ammar’s throne room that day. 

Riccardo presented Beatrice for the King’s inspection. Beatrice went to kneel, pulsing her arms once to flutter out her veil and skirts as she went to her knees. At the last moment, she stumbled a bit, and a hard corner of her starched collar poked her in the eye. 

“Fuck,” she said in the smallest whisper before she could stop herself, blinking back tears. 

The King of Ammar stirred. He was tall and thin, unbowed even after nearly fifty years on the throne. They called him the Lightning King, but Beatrice knew from reading her marriage contract that his given name was Anathas. 

King Anathas started his reign with two wars and a rebellion, one on top of the other. He once famously rode the length of his kingdom in only four days to liberate a town held hostage on the North Mountain, surprising the mages with how quickly his force swarmed up from the valley to drive them out. 

Some of that furious speed still clung to the Lightning King’s bones. Beatrice could almost hear it crackle as the King stood and came down from his throne to circle her. Beatrice cringed, certain that the King heard her horrific lapse in etiquette. She didn’t dare look up, even if she had been able to open both eyes. 

So much for the veil protecting me from the male gaze, she thought.

After a moment, the King of Ammar spoke. His voice sounded shrill and demanding: “Is this the fat one? I thought Cesar picked the fat one. I didn’t pay fifty thousand sovereigns for a womb tied to a stick.” 

The fat one?! White hot anger shot through Beatrice. She barely heard Riccardo’s reply over the roaring in her ears. 

“Sire, my sister, Lady Beatrice, is the eldest of my father’s daughters,” Riccardo said. “Your pardon—the word we use to describe it would be ‘greatest.’ Perhaps this is a mistranslation? Apart from her position as eldest, Your Majesty, Beatrice is a worthy consort for your blessed son, the prince of Ammar. She is possessed of a pretty face and of prettier faith.” 

He cannot even see my face properly, Beatrice raged to herself. 

The Duke’s daughter kept her peace with an iron will. This was what her family wanted—marriage into Ammar and a steady stream of silver to fortify the Duke’s precarious nobility. Beatrice would be the most gracious, charming, gentle, and courteous wife any prince could want.

She held herself perfectly still on her knees with her head down while her brother haggled with the King of Ammar over the dowry, clarifying that “the lady’s weight in silver” was not a literal term of the marriage contract. 

***
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IN THE END, BEATRICE supposed that she made a good impression. King Anathas had said that they could stay with one of his esteemed vassals, Gruffydd, in the capital rather than camping outside the city. 

The finest houses in Ammar formed a ring around the palace, each with its own open yard for growing fruit trees, kitchen herbs, and wild grasses. Beatrice and Riccardo were given one of Lord Gruffydd’s homes—a stately timber-and-stone mansion with lined flower beds in the yard. With six bedrooms and three pocket doors on the top floor, the house stood large enough to accommodate their small household of twenty attendants. 

At least one door in each house led to servants' chambers, interconnected staircases and hallways that allowed maids and valets to reach the other areas of the house without being seen by the lords and ladies. Children, widows, and unmarried women were housed on the top floor in a hive of rooms separated by thick, sliding wooden panels that were built into pockets of the walls. 

The lowest floor of each house folded around a great hall for dancing and feasts, with four doors arrayed around it like the sunbeams of the Ammarish flag. As the only unmarried woman in the retinue, Beatrice claimed the top floor all to herself, dividing it up into a room for sleeping, a room for reading, and one for practicing dancing. 

Once unpacked, Beatrice tossed aside the two-pound veil and found a green silk jacket with white gloves more fitting to her taste in fashion to pull over her dress. She pinned back her tight, silky curls from her face and went down to dinner. 

“You charmed them,” Riccardo said when she came down to the main hall looking more like herself. “When you knelt, you made your bedsheet flutter. How did you do that? Did you make yourself fart the whole time?”

“I don’t think the ladies here are allowed to fart, Dick. They fear God too much,” Beatrice said. She allowed the wife of the cook to pull out her chair at the table. “I cannot wait until I meet the Queen! Then I’ll know where I can go to have a more comfortable veil made. Something with pockets.”

“I don’t think the women here wear pockets,” Riccardo said. “They own no property; everything is carried by their men.” 

“You sound almost as if you like the idea,” Beatrice accused, stabbing her meat with a fork. 

Her brother smiled and said nothing. If Riccardo was jealous of Beatrice landing a prince for a husband, the future Duke of Sanchia didn’t show it. Like her, he put the family first, whatever his personal feelings. 

For now, that meant staying by her side until the wedding. He would help her to adjust to life in her new country. And carry her purse for her when they went to see the great market of Mahaut and to visit the other lords living around the palace. 

In the first week, they met all the greater lords—Eyiffoen, Mayelor, Teqwyn, Kenon, and Tommasi. Riccardo sat and smoked cigars with them while Beatrice practiced the latest dancing steps with their wives and daughters. This was one realm where Beatrice had no trouble acclimating to Ammarish culture. Their dances were known the world over for their beauty and rigor—crafted over centuries as a means for resisting the enchantments of mages. Even the most stately ceremonial dances were full of sweeps, kicks, and leaps that relied entirely on balance and stability. They made the veils flutter and sweep in colorful arcs.

In her second week, she attended her first real Ammarish ball at the house of Lord Eyiffoen. His great hall shone with hanging oil lamps, and musicians sat in the center of the room playing lively music. Around them, men and women alternated in a reel that brought them in close to one another and then back again without ever touching. 

Beatrice felt she made a fine showing when she danced, though there were still some improvements to be made. She hadn’t yet perfected a hairstyle to wear beneath her veil to catch her sweat before it could sting her eyes. Beatrice also struggled with the fabric getting pinched between her bracelets. Still, she felt she had acquitted herself well and thought that the King would be pleased. 

Two weeks flew past, and then the third dragged by. Beatrice tried her best to stay occupied—exploring the gardens and the markets that dotted the streets of Mahaut. Just as he’d said, Riccardo had to carry a purse of coins for her and speak to merchants she wished to engage. In the walled gardens that dotted the city, she could not walk freely down the paths. Beatrice was obliged to move between fixed galleries to view the flowerbeds, even in the Public Garden where the grounds covered half a mile. The dirt from the ground stained the hem of her veils. 

Beatrice ran out of things to do. She’d seen all over the market. She’d danced at nearly every lord’s house. She thought she would go mad with the tedium. Ammar kept her stuck in a never-ending reel—around and around to the gardens, the market, the houses. She waited as well as a sixteen-year-old girl could wait. When she hit this innate limit, she began to sulk. 

She asked Riccardo, “Where is he? Do you think something has happened?”

“Perhaps he realized he doesn’t want to marry you,” Riccardo teased. Then, when he saw Beatrice’s real distress, he softened: “I heard Gruffydd say the Prince was off sledding in the hills and that some natural disaster occurred. It may be that the road is blocked... Do you remember the map of Ammar? Can you still read a map, or has this place already made you go dimwitted?”

“Dick, I could draw the map myself—in three languages—if I had paper and ink,” Beatrice said. Sadly, Gruffydd had not provided her with anything for entertainment or contemplation other than prayer books. “Do you think... Ammar wants out of the marriage? That they’re keeping the Prince from us?” 

“No chance,” Riccardo laughed. “King Anathas is already organizing a war council to consult on the crusade into Nynomath. He needs our father to fund it and our ports to move his army past the Horn.” 

Beatrice could picture the Horn of Nynomath in her mind even without a map. On a clear day on Sanchia’s northern beach, you could see the white peaks of the rocky peninsula across the sea. 

The memory of the sight filled her with more frustration. She wanted to do something besides dancing. 

By the end of the fourth week with no word from the Prince, she asked Riccardo to take her back to their ship in the harbor. To reunite with her trousseau of fine clothes and pretty things brought from home, at least, if not her knives. 

***
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LORD GRUFFYDD SENT for Lady Alys, a distant aunt, to visit him in Mahaut to act as chaperone for Beatrice while she lived in his house. He would not dine with her and Riccardo unless the aunt escorted him. Beatrice couldn’t understand the need for it—the great lord was more than four times her own age and thrice widowed. How anyone could accuse the betrothed of Prince Anryniel of impropriety with such an old man was beyond Beatrice. Still, Riccardo insisted they observe the custom and that Beatrice keep her veil while they ate together. 

The women sat across from the men at the table, the aunt opposite Gruffydd so that he would address only her directly. A tasteful floral arrangement blocked Beatrice’s line of sight to Gruffydd, leaving her only Riccardo’s ugly mug to smirk at through dinner. Gruffydd’s aunt spoke pleasantly enough, but she barely murmured more than three words to Beatrice, preferring to spend her energy on eating. 

Beatrice watched Aunt Alys’s technique. The auntie cut her meat and vegetables into little pieces and sandwiched them between bits of the bread to bring the food beneath her veil. Much less messy than attempting to maneuver a fork beneath expensive silk and intricate embroidery. She filed this away for when she would be invited to dine in public with her prince. By the end of the second course, Beatrice’s veil was stained with grease while Aunt Gruffydd’s own veil was spotless. 

Beatrice kicked Riccardo under the table. She nodded her head in Gruffydd’s direction. 

“What?” Riccardo hissed. 

“Ask him about the wedding,” Beatrice said. When Riccardo did not immediately respond, she raised her voice and said, “Lord Gruffydd—we are in your debt! My father told me that the feasts for the wedding are being prepared by your own caterer!” 

Gruffydd did not respond to her; this would have been improper. He addressed himself to his aunt: “I do look forward to Prince Anryniel’s wedding. We’ve prepared many of Sanchia’s native dishes for the feast of the first night—braised meats, spiced cheeses, and the like. For the second, it’ll be a series of game courses; you know how the King does love his elk. And on the night of the... the, ah... consummation... oysters and figs. It is a shame we cannot invite all the kingdom, Aunt, but there will be tables set throughout the capital at lesser houses. I am sure you will quite enjoy the spread.”

“Quite,” said Aunt Alys. She sawed a piece of bread in half and squeezed it around a slice of meat.  

At last, the Queen of Ammar sent for Beatrice to join her for church that week. This was an important moment for Beatrice. She’d finally meet her future mother-in-law—and seize a chance to recover from her embarrassing introduction to the King. 

Church formed the center of great ladies’ lives—the convergence of fashion, social standing, devotion, and male attention. Queen Eva had a special relationship with the Church of Ammar. When King Anathas wanted to marry her—a common woman he met by chance in a forest—the senior-most clergy had at first denied the match. The Queen came to this council of priests, humble and sincere, clad head to toe in the black silk veils of widows. She swore that she would live all her life with them as a widow if she could not live with her King as a wife. The show of piety moved the priests, and thereafter, the veil became not only fashionable, but forced.

Beatrice chose her silver belt for the occasion and one of her opaque three-tiered veils she’d brought for the wedding. The layers would keep her warm and her hands hidden, lest she twiddle her fingers when she grew bored during the service. She tied on the stiffest collar the wife of the cook could starch for her to wear beneath it and indulged in a few taps of pink powder against her lips, even if no one would see them beneath the layers of veils. The color gave her confidence, and the belt kept her back straight. 

“You look lovely,” Riccardo said when Beatrice glided into the foyer of Gruffydd’s house. He waited there with Gruffydd himself and Aunt Alys, ready to escort the ladies to church, more jeweled pins in his cap. 

Lord Gruffydd made no comment on Beatrice’s appearance. Instead, he inclined his head in her general direction, which made the little silver bells attached to his floppy silk hat tinkle. 

Aunt Alys, dressed in a dowdy maroon veil that dragged on the ground, sniffed and glanced back toward the dining table where servants cleared the early breakfast served that day. Beatrice had skipped the meal in favor of preparing her outfit. She wanted everything to be perfect when she met her soon-to-be mother-in-law. 

Beatrice could not quite work out Queen Eva’s age. Perhaps younger than the Lightning King, but roughly the age of a grandmother, Beatrice thought. She warmed to the idea that the Queen of Ammar might be like the old ladies at her father’s court in Sanchia: knowing, quick-witted, and always looking to take young maidens under their wings.  

When Beatrice met her mother-in-law to be on the steps of the church, she quickly revised her opinion. Queen Eva was as thin as her husband, though not quite as tall. She stood ramrod straight on the steps of the church, like a knife plunged into the steps. Over her blue gown, a single layered veil one shade darker barely stirred in the wind for the weight of embroidery holding it down. Five pounds of silver and gold thread at least, Beatrice guessed, studying the whorls in the silk that ran from forehead to toe.  

“She doesn’t look sixty,” Riccardo murmured. “Our mother is forty and already has a back hunch...”

“Mama does not have a back hunch,” Beatrice said, defending her mother’s pride in the woman’s absence. “Stop distracting me. I don’t want to trip on my skirt...” 

Beatrice smoothed her hands down her veils and pressed her fingers to the hard weight of her belt beneath for courage. They approached the foot of the steps, and Queen Eva’s eyes fell on her. For a moment, she looked up into her new mother-in-law’s face. The crags and valleys of her cheeks were shadowed by the deep blue silk and thick glitters of brocade, her hair tucked behind a white band of a starched wimple. Beatrice had the vague impression of dark eyes and a bow-shaped mouth.

Around Beatrice, men and women both began to file into the church. A deep, rich tune bubbled up from within the walls, covering the sound of feet moving on the squeaky parquet. Aunt Alys hurried past Beatrice inside to get out of the cold. Riccardo drifted along with Lord Gruffydd, who walked in with the King. 

Beatrice knelt before the Queen of Ammar and waited. She could not rise until the Queen acknowledged her. 

The chilly air blew around them. Beatrice’s thighs began to ache while she held her pose. Finally, when none of the lords and ladies remained outside the church, Queen Eva reached out her hand. 

“Take off that belt,” she said. 

The sharp crack of the Queen’s voice carried the expectation of obedience. Beatrice glanced up. Queen Eva’s hand thrust out from the folds of her veil, a long, pale pointed finger at Beatrice as if it were the tip of a blade.

Beatrice faltered as the Queen’s attendants moved toward her while she tried to rise. Their hands hitched out from under their veils and reached for Beatrice, pulling up the middle-most tier of her veil to grab for the belt. 

Beatrice started to resist, but she felt she couldn’t. Not here, in front of a holy place, in front of her future in-laws.

“I’ll have this melted down for you,” the Queen of Ammar said. From beneath her veil, the shadows around her eyes deepened as her brow pinched into a scowl. “It will be made into coins. Use them to buy yourself something more appropriate to wear on your wedding day.” 

Queen Eva swept into the church. Beatrice followed, mortified and confused. How could anyone have seen her belt under a three-tiered veil? And what did the Queen mean by “more appropriate”? Her belt was the finest the Sanchian silversmiths had to offer—she had seen no silverwork in Ammar even approaching its quality! 

Confusion curdled to anger. By the end of the hour-long sermon, Beatrice fumed. After the service, when she found herself alone again in Gruffydd’s attic, she tore the veil from her head. She yanked the heavy pocket door shut behind her. Frustratingly, it did not slam as a door should. 

Beatrice looked around the little room in Gruffydd’s mansion and felt her anger turn to despair. Her half-opened embossed leather steamer trunks all across the floor, the tabletops covered with her jewelry boxes, ribbons, and bits of brightly colored fabric. She, the daughter of the Duke of Sanchia, who would bring the Golden Fleet to Ammar’s doorstep... was stuffed inside an attic, hidden away like a filthy secret. 

I’m not a great lady here, Beatrice thought. She burst into tears.  

A little while later, Riccardo came to the top of the steps to plead with her to calm down. He promised to buy her another belt. He didn’t understand that it wasn’t just the belt she wept for. 

“I can’t do it,” she sobbed to Riccardo through the door. “I can’t be a Queen here. Take me home. I cannot marry this prince, and I cannot live here. Take me home! I can’t marry him!” 

“Don’t cry, Bea—they’ll hear you,” Riccardo said. After a moment, her brother pushed the pocket door open a crack to whisper softly to her: “Come on, now. Think. You may not have to marry him... There’s no prince to marry if the son of a bitch never comes back.”
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CHAPTER 3
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Maertyn Blackfire watched Prince Anryniel sleep and tried to decide whether she was real or a dream that he had. 

He put the cup to his lips, the swirl inside more whiskey now than tea. The share that he’d given to her had gone right to her head. She stretched out on his bed, sword still clutched in her hands. 

Maertyn squinted at her. She might have been a boy, he thought. The voice had a hard edge somewhere underneath the soft, royal lilt. Her face was a jumble of pretty but off-putting features: high cheeks, pointy chin, long eyelashes. When he looked at her hair—the color of dried straw—a memory gnawed at the corners of his mind. 

He did not hold on to too many of his memories. They were too loud, too vivid. Voices in the dark, the flicker of moonlight on a knife... Many voices raised in prayer. 

He caught himself chewing on his thumbnail. His wife had always hated it when he did that. He replaced the thumb in his mouth with the teacup. He glanced again at Prince Anryniel and decided she had to be a dream. He’d been alone too long, that was all. So his mind made up the most interesting person it could imagine—a girl dressed in boy’s clothes and looking for all the world like someone he remembered, even though everyone who had known him was long dead. 

By now, the liquor had gone to his head, too. Maertyn had more time than he knew what to do with—so he tried to drink it away. Living alone on what had been his father’s farm wedged into the side of the mountains, it was easy to fill his days with ordinary chores arranged around long, slow sips of whiskey. On some days, he finished an entire bottle before sundown. The day the Prince of Ammar killed a man in his front yard, he made it two.

Maertyn leaned his head back against the chair and dropped into an uneasy sleep. Even if the prince were real, he told himself, she said she’d be gone in the morning. He could sleep it all off—and then go back to being a lonely witch on the mountain. Witches in Ammar were better off that way.

He dreamed that his wife was still alive. That his village still hummed with the sounds of people. He could hear their voices, shouting, laughing, gossiping by the cookfires. Somehow, it was his wedding day again—the priest handed him the ritual cup for his vows. Maertyn raised the cup to his lips and tasted a whiskey he had not had in a very long time. Four Wolves, aged twenty years. 

When he put the cup down, Prince Anryniel sat before him, glaring at him. 

Half waking, he thrashed. Now his wife was dead, and he was not in his village but in a round room under glass with stars blazing all across the curve of the ceiling. His arms hung above and behind him, his legs manacled to bright, cold silver. Blood ran down his back in stinging lines. A woman stood over him with a curved blade in her little hand. It glittered with starlight. 

You see? A high, clear voice sneered. His star is dark—destined to bring misery and woe to all who know him... Take up your crescents, children. God wills it. 

When the knife came down, Maertyn jerked out of his chair, his stomach knotted up against his ribs. He made it just outside his front door in time to vomit clear bile into the snow. 

It hadn’t been a dream, but memory too stubborn for whiskey to wash away. He reached a hand underneath his shirt and felt the raised marks from where the mages had cut their curse into him. Something in those hard, raised lines changed him forever that day. Cut him off from Nature that would have put lines in his face and gray in his hair. His wife had been dead for fifty years or more, and he looked no older than he had been the year that she died. 

He sucked down icy air and rubbed his face. The gray watery light of early morning lay like grime on the fresh fallen snow in his yard. From here, he could see over the treetops all the way into Ammar’s valley. Snow coated the ground there, too. Maertyn could see an odd black patch in the white plane where a town should have been. A smear of soot five miles long.

The scars on his back started to itch. Slowly, even though every instinct told him to go back inside and drink instead, Maertyn widened his eyes—and let the Sight come into them. 

This was a secret, stolen from the mages of Nynomath. It was as if one eye slipped out from his head and drifted over the yard while the other stayed in his skull and saw only ordinary things. The Sight passed out over the fresh fallen snow in his yard. It rested heavily on things that Maertyn needed to See, whether they were nearby or dozens of miles away. A cunning and subtle magic—but unlike mages, the Sight never lied.

He Saw ashes of a burnt witch spread out over the valley. He could See them flecked up the mountainside in yesterday’s footprints buried underneath the fresh powder. He followed the prints with the Sight until his own eyes focused on a lump of white at the edge of his yard. The body of a dead man lying underneath last night’s snow. 

Well, shit, Maertyn thought. He hadn’t dreamed it—if he went back inside now, the Prince of Ammar would be there, asleep in his bed. 

He reached into his pocket and found the leather flask he kept with him. Half of a mouthful of liquor sloshed around inside. If he drank it now before the sun was even up, it was likely to be another two-bottle day for him.  

Maertyn tried to work out what to do. When he’d been drunk the day before, it had made perfect sense to pick up Prince Anryniel and bring her into his house. The only thing worse than a dead body in his front yard was two dead bodies, the whiskey reasoned for him. He healed her with more stolen secrets so that she would not bleed all over his blankets. 

Sober now, he had second thoughts. If Prince Anryniel came to his house, someone was bound to come looking for her. If they found the body in his yard, there would be trouble. And if they accused him of witchcraft, they’d be right. What would happen then? He could not join that pile of ashes in the valley even if he wanted to. 

He drank down the liquor in the flask and went to the corpse. The same as it had been yesterday: a man about forty dressed in the same fine clothes as the prince’s, with Ammar’s royal sigil sewn into the lapels. Maertyn nudged the lump in the snow with his foot—frozen solid. Too difficult to drag into the trees, the ground beneath too hard to dig a grave.

Nothing for it, Maertyn decided. He knelt by the body and held out his hands, cupping them together. This wasn’t a stolen secret of mages, but his own witchcraft. A dark and angry thing that flitted around at the edges of the world where light touched shadow. Maertyn had not known that it was there until the day his wife died. 

He wiggled his fingers in the air, feeling for a seam. To a witch—a real one—it felt like a vein under warm skin. If a witch tugged on it, with words or thoughts or even just a bit of bad luck, the seam would open and the witch’s magic would come pouring out. Without a mage there to guide it, no telling what kind of magic it might be—rain, or wind, or maybe just a foul smell—until it was out in the world for everyone to see. 

Maertyn felt for the seam, and started to pull. A blade of flame sprung from his palm, edges black like smoke. Decades ago, when the mages tried to teach him, they told him he was not creating flame so much as moving it. Finding it at a time when it burned its hottest and pulling it where he wanted it to be. The black tinge was just Nature’s way of reminding him that it was borrowed, not earned. 

He kept pulling, drawing out black flames until he had enough to fill both palms. Then he tipped his hands to pour the fire on the body beneath the snow. The smoky tongues licked the stiff skin and bloodied clothes. The rind of frost coating the corpse melted with a hiss. Maertyn fed more black flames to the fire, until it caught deep in the frozen flesh, turning it all to ash. 

“Witchcraft...!”

He stiffened, not sure if he heard the word in his head or somewhere nearby. His eyes raked over the yard. 

The morning sun threw long shadows from every tree on the mountain across the ground. Only with the Sight could Maertyn pick out a man standing in at the tree line a dozen yards away. This one wore a red leather jacket just like the one on the corpse. Crooked shoulder where the ball fell out of the joint that should’ve held it, face battered and bloody on one side, as if something as big as a tree had hit him. He carried no sword, but held a long knife in the one good hand. 

“Stay where you are, witch—or I will kill you where you stand!” the man shouted. His voice echoed up the mountainside, hoarse and harsh. 

In the glare of the Sight, the blade glittered. It cast a long, unnatural shadow that stretched from the trees all the way to Maertyn’s front door. The blade was meant for the prince asleep inside, not him. 

The whiskey tried to tell him it was not his fight—that she had a sword and could defend herself. Still, Maertyn found himself on his feet, propelled by something stronger than whiskey. The memory of Prince Anryniel’s face the night before. Angry and alone, like him. 

He balled up his fists and took several long strides over the snow. 

“Stay back!” The man pointed the knife at Maertyn. 

A sliver of the shadow broke off from and wound its way over the ground. The thin black line stabbed toward Maertyn. When the shadow reached him, he lifted a foot—and stomped on the shadow cast by the Sight. 

The assassin quivered with a sudden chill. He would have felt the blow, though he could not See his own shadow.  

Maertyn lunged for him. When the knife came up, he shielded his face with one hand. He felt the skin behind his knuckles flare with sudden pain. With his other, he reached out to grab the assassin’s jellied shoulder, twisting his fingers in the cold, red leather. Then, he called the fire. 

The assassin writhed in his grip. A curl of smoke came off the jacket. “Let go—let go, damn you!” 

He flailed as the flames rolled toward his face. The assassin scraped the knife through the air again, but now the edge pointed at his jacket. Buttons scattered in the snow as the blade cut them free. The man’s limp arm hitched as it tore from the smoldering sleeve. 

Maertyn stayed standing while the assassin fled. He watched with the Sight, until the long shadow cast by the knife was lost among the silhouettes of the trees. 

Smoke stung his nose. He glanced down at the jacket, now all aflame in his hands. Fire could not touch him, no more than time could. Still, he didn’t want to drop it, lest the embers catch on pine needles—and spread like an ordinary fire. He gazed at the flames and pushed at them. Shoved the fire forward in time to when it would burn out. The leather underneath the flame blackened, hardened. With no more fuel, the fire went out. 

“I thought you weren’t a mage,” said a voice behind him. 

Prince Anryniel stood in Maertyn’s doorway, her sword in her hand. Not pointed at him, but he could see that she was thinking about it. 

“No, not a mage,” Maertyn said. Words were coming more easily now, though his mouth had to work hard to form them. He looked down at the wound on his hand and remembered another stolen secret. 

All mages learned how to Weave—how to join together torn places in flesh and bone to make them whole again. It was one part pulling, as he did with fire, and one part pushing. Maertyn knit the gash on his hand shut, pulling the edges of his skin together and pushing the blood back into its proper place so that it would flow through his veins again. A thin pink seam formed where his magic worked. 

Prince Anryniel watched him. She flexed her left hand, where she had the same seams from wounds he healed for her. 

“What are you, then?” she asked. Now he noticed that her eyes were pale blue, like the flaky gems chipped out of the mountain and made into jewelry. “Did God send you to teach me some kind of lesson about justice or humility...?”

“Oh, I could not teach you about those things,” Maertyn said. He looked away from her face. Boy or girl, she was pretty. 

Prince Anryniel sheathed her sword and came over to where he stood. She knelt over the burnt jacket and examined it. After a moment, she rubbed a hand over her face, and pinched the fingers of one hand against the bridge of her nose. 

“That was one of the men who drove my sleigh. Griff hired him... but maybe he works for my father...? I don’t know.” She spoke more to herself than to him. Maertyn did that, too, when he was hungover. 

“You know,” he said, fumbling through the words. “I could teach you to drink. Do you know anything about whiskey?”

The prince glanced up at him from where she crouched. Somehow she looked down her nose at him even from the ground. “I know that it tastes like shoe leather. My father says it’s a peasant’s last resort.” 

“Oh?” he asked. “What is a prince’s last resort? What does that taste like?”

I used to be like this, Maertyn realized. Years and years ago, before the mages gave him the name “Blackfire,” he was known in his village as funny. He used to make his wife laugh all the time, right up until the day she died. 

“Wine, I guess. It’s what my professors drink.” Prince Anryniel stared at him a moment longer. She smiled, one corner of her mouth folding into a dimple. “Help me down the mountain and back to my university—and I’ll buy you as much whiskey as you like.”

The smile, more than anything, made the prince look like a girl—gentler, softer. Yet the hand she offered him to shake was firm like a man’s. Maertyn held on to it for a moment, still trying to decide just what she was. When he shook her hand, he felt something pass between them. Like a moment in time overlapped itself. 

“In private, you may call me Anryn,” she said. “The rest of the time, it’s ‘Your Highness,’ understand?”

“Okay... Your Highness,” Maertyn said. His face hurt. He realized that he was smiling, too. 
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CHAPTER 4
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It wasn’t until the age of seven that the Lightning King finally seemed to notice his son. By then, Anryn had done all that he could to fight this mysterious deficiency everyone seemed to see in him—even stabbing the tutor in the thigh with a pen for suggesting the prince was too short to sit at a writing desk. King Anathas had beaten Anryn for that, but grudgingly arranged for the prince to have fencing lessons. 

Eventually the King packed Anryn off to Amwarren University and looked for a bride for him. Only then did Anryn finally start to feel like he could become a king. His tutor was Haley Lawson, Amwarren’s top professor of Law and Diplomacy. The professor helped the King negotiate with Sanchia for the match and explained to the prince exactly what was expected of him. Anryn’s task now was to bring Sanchia’s Golden Fleet under Ammarish influence. 

Soon after the wedding, Professor Lawson said, the King planned for Anryn to lead the ships into a third war with Nynomath in his father’s name. At well past seventy, the Lightning King could hardly expect to live long enough to see the outcome. But, Professor Lawson said, all the rest of the world would be watching Anryn. 

How nice it would be to hide from it behind a veil, Anryn thought. 

Just now, he thought of wearing a veil as a disguise. The assassins’ attempt at Dorland blindsided him. His father never would have made such a mistake, traveling without any of his usual attendants, allowing himself to be called to royal business when he was meant to be incognito. Professor Lawson would have said no to it as well—but Gruffydd the Younger, his friend and lifelong companion, convinced Anryn a few days of sledding in Dorland would be fun. No one would even know that they were gone, Griff said. 

And they wouldn’t have—if there hadn’t been a witch trial that needed a lord to read the sentence. Prince Anryn tried to see the King’s justice done and instead had almost cost Ammar its future. It was a miracle he hadn’t died there or up on the mountain. 

But that was no miracle—it was witchcraft, Anryn thought, glancing at Maertyn’s back as they trudged on foot toward Amwarren. 

The prince pushed the thought away. It was too frightening, too dangerous to think about. To admit to himself that he traveled in the company of a witch, or worse, a rogue mage... The Lightning King wouldn’t just beat his son for breaking the witch laws; he might outright imprison him. 

Anryn found it easier to think of the assassins instead, and how he might avoid another knife in his back. A veil would only be a temporary solution. Getting back to Professor Lawson was better. 

Maertyn led them down the mountain over deer trails, avoiding the North Road until they reached the valley. Anryn did not want to go back to Dorland—he convinced Maertyn to take them around the town instead, over smaller roads that connected little towns to the north of Amwarren. In each place, Maertyn wanted to stop and look for his whiskey. The best he found was sour barley beer, which he spiked with the flask that he carried. Anryn paid for these inferior brews with some of the silver coins he had left in his pocket and borrowed Maertyn’s coat to pull over himself while they took turns sleeping in haylofts or on dirt floors.

At night, Anryn would pray with the words he was taught from childhood. 

Look on me, O God, and deliver me from misery and woe. Distance me from wrongdoing. For You, God, watch over us and deliver us. For You, God, are gracious and merciful. 

God might’ve been merciful like the priests said, but King Anathas was not. If Anryn’s father had seen his son reduced to this—after the decades the Lightning King fought to restore the prestige and glory of Ammar’s monarchy—the old man would have had a stroke. Anryn lay awake for long hours in the night, praying over and over for God to deliver him, first from the assassins and then from his father’s disappointment. He dreamed of his wedding and woke up with gritted teeth.

Three days out from Amwarren, they came to a river with a village on the far bank. Maertyn wanted to go there to look for more whiskey. Anryn wanted to lie down for the night, to pray and to agonize. 

Just as they reached the narrow wood bridge that would take them across the water, three men emerged from the trees. Anryn hid behind Maertyn. One hand went to the hilt of his sword.

“Assassins,” he whispered to Maertyn.

“Them? No,” Maertyn reassured him. “They only want to rob us.”

Only? Anryn thought, tightening his grip on his sword. 

The prince gave the men a second glance, and Anryn thought Maertyn might be right. They were dirty peasants with a hungry, lean look. Like wolves in winter desperate enough to attack prey that they would normally keep well away from. These men likely had trade in the summer, felling trees and chopping lumber to sell. Summer was still months away.

The largest brigand stood only as high as Maertyn’s shoulders. The man stepped forward to block their way. In one hand, he held an old sword with a broken tip. The wide flat kind Ammar’s infantry carried. He held out the other hand to them, palm up.

“Toll road,” he said. “Fifty silver to cross.”

Maertyn shrugged his shoulders. “I do not carry money.”

“That’s too bad,” the brigand replied. He lifted the broken sword. 

Anryn flared at the outrage of being robbed in broad daylight.

“This is a public road,” the prince argued, as if it were Professor Lawson’s freshman seminar. “My fath—the King guarantees the right of every man in Ammar to walk on it.”

“You are not going to talk someone out of robbing you,” Maertyn started to say. 

Before he could get the rest of the remark out, the one with the sword lunged for them. Maertyn stepped back, the broken edge just missing his chest. The other two rushed toward them with fists and sticks.

Determined never to be stabbed again, Anryn jumped back and swung his blade fast and wide. 

One of the brigands tried to grab the tip of it. Anryn felt only a slight resistance as metal met flesh. The tips of the man’s fingers went flying. 

Out of the corner of his eye, Anryn saw Maertyn swing his walking stick. It caught the side of the sword-carrying brigand’s face with a sickening crack. Blood flecked into the snow. 

The third brigand, thus far unharmed, took one look at the blood in the snow and panicked. He ran back over the bridge toward the village. The fingerless one made another lunge for Anryn, only noticing his missing fingers when he struggled to make a fist. He cursed and broke off, making a run for the trees.

Anryn started to chase after him, but Maertyn grabbed his shoulder and held him back.  

“What are you doing?” Maertyn asked. “They only wanted to rob you... Now they will not.” 

“How can you be sure?” Anryn asked.

Maertyn went to the man he’d downed with his walking stick. He used his foot to turn the brigand over. Anryn saw that Maertyn had dislocated the man’s jaw. Kneeling down beside him, Maertyn jammed his fingers inside the man’s mouth. He yanked the joint back into place with a sharp crack. 

“This is true, what I said? You will not rob us now?” Maertyn asked the man. 

“Mercy,” the brigand groaned around his wounded jaw. “Mercy, please... We only wanted money.”

Maertyn turned to Anryn. He raised his brows, expectant. 

“You can’t be serious,” Anryn said. “I’m not going to pay him. He tried to rob us!”

“He is hungry. He is only going to rob someone else until he can eat,” Maertyn said. 

For a moment, Anryn thought of leaving Maertyn there with the brigand. Let the peasants stay together if they insist on being absurd! the prince thought. 

Then the brigand on the ground began to sob. The sound reminded Anryn of the witch of Dorland. That piteous man had wept at the stake when the prince read out the death sentence. Anryn remembered how the sobs echoed in the town square. No one was there to speak for the witch. No one was here to speak for the brigand—save Maertyn, who did not even know him. 

Anryn reached into his pocket and fished out a silver coin. He tossed it in the snow beside the brigand. Only then did Maertyn push himself to his feet with his walking stick and continue on over the bridge. 

They stayed the night in one of the houses huddled close to the riverbank. The cottages were humble wood and stone. A few had arched awnings over their doors from which the villagers hung decorations. Anryn saw scraps of faded red cotton hanging outside a few doors beside Winze dolls—sticks of birch tied together to resemble a man, decorated with glass and blackened with ash from the hearth. Former soldiers, he supposed, trying to claim their status and ward off the ghosts of those they killed in wartime. 

Maertyn did not want to stay at any of the houses with the banners or Winze dolls. He chose another house instead with barrels stacked out in front, guessing rightly that they would find at least beer there. Anryn paid the man who lived in this house another silver coin, which bought them a roof for the night, a small meal of salted fish, and some more beer for Maertyn. Anryn chewed his food and tried not to think about whether a meal for the Prince of Ammar had cost someone else in the house their supper.

Not long after settling down for the night, someone knocked on the door to the house. Anxious, Anryn stood, then relaxed when he saw that it was only a woman. She was wrapped in an old, stained veil with a wreath of dried flowers anchoring it to her head. Though she was alone, unescorted by husband or son, the man who owned the house let her in. After a furious whispered conversation by the door, she approached Anryn.

The woman bobbed up and down three times, sending some brittle dried petals from her flower crown onto the floor. She held out her hand to Anryn, the silver coin the prince had thrown to the brigand in the palm of it.

“My lord, this one is too new. Too shiny and too heavy,” the woman complained, her voice tremulous and thin. “The merchants we buy from will wonder how we got it. There will be trouble.”

Anryn took back the coin. The prince had been reared to courtly manners, to always treat the lesser sex with graciousness and respect. But he couldn’t stop himself from berating her: “There is already trouble, woman. When the King learns of highway robbery on the roads here, the judiciary court will arrive to dispense penalties to these men. And those who harbor them.”

“Mercy, lord,” the woman begged. “There are children here with no fathers. If the courts come, they will lose their mothers, too. There is no church here to do penance... They’ll burn us as witches...”

Prince Anryn felt Maertyn’s eyes on him. Watching to see what the prince would do. Those eyes were the first thing Anryn could remember clearly after his mad dash up the mountain. Before that, it was all the flash of the assassin’s knife, the fire of the witch’s pyre crawling up his arm—and the wind, the terrible wind, crashing down from the sky when the witch screamed. 

Anryn clung to the memory of Maertyn’s eyes. The prince wanted to keep those eyes on him for a little while longer. 

The prince fumbled at the buttons of his shirt. The buttons were mother-of-pearl, polished to a milky shine. He pulled off three of these and gave them to the woman.

“Blessings on you, lord,” the woman said. She handed him the dried flower crown from her head. 

Anryn kept the coin, but threw the flower crown into the river when they left the next day. 

***
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ANRYN FELT A STAB OF hope when they finally came into sight of Amwarren University. He squinted and found the high stone spire that housed Professor Lawson’s office. Of all his father’s councilors, Haley Lawson was the one he trusted most. Unlike other men on the King’s council, the professor earned his place through wit and diligence—and he always told Anryn that the prince could do the same. The professor would help him suss out who could be behind the attempt on his life. Anryn hoped the professor would tell him that Maertyn had been wrong about his father’s role in it.

“You grind your teeth when you are thinking,” Maertyn complained. He stopped in the road, and Anryn nearly collided with him. 

“I do not,” Anryn said. He stepped around Maertyn and plodded on.

The prince was unused to such blunt criticism. In four years living outside of his father’s shadow, no one had dared complain about Anryn to his face. Even Gruffydd the Younger would not dare. Though Anryn supposed Griff would be more likely to say it behind his back. He did love to gossip. 

Suddenly anxious, Anryn turned back. Maertyn hadn’t moved from where he’d stopped.

“I’ll try to think more quietly,” Anryn said. “Can we get on?”

“If you are going to be thinking so hard, are you at least thinking of where to get a real drink?” Maertyn asked. He caught up to Anryn in just two strides of his long legs. 

It irked the prince that Maertyn didn’t seem at all tired after almost a week picking their way down the mountain. Not even the battle with the brigands had winded him. Determined to match the other man’s stamina, Anryn did not stop walking until they were safely inside the gates of Amwarren’s town. Only then did he stop and think of where to go. 

They could go straight to campus, where the prince could have a bath and a change of clothes. Professor Lawson would have some fine wines in his office for Maertyn, but beyond that, Anryn did not know where to find whiskey. The prince wanted to discharge his chivalric debt as quickly as possible. 

Griff would have known where to find whiskey. He may have even had a private stash hidden away in his rooms in the dorm, Anryn thought. The son of the richest lord in the country would certainly have the coin to bribe the residential administrators to look the other way about it. 

Anryn hesitated to go to his friend for help. Though they’d been friends all their lives, Griff was also Anryn’s rival. From swords and horses to the rare nods of approval from the King, the prince struggled to stay ahead of Griff. Attending Amwarren made everything worse. Griff grew taller and hairier, while Anryn gained only a few inches in height. Anryn excelled at school, while Griff floundered. As the gulf between them grew, so too did Griff’s habit of gossiping about the prince.

Did he send the assassins? Anryn couldn’t believe it. It was a far leap from gossip to murder. 

Even so, gossip was dangerous in its own way. If Anryn went to Griff now, then within an hour everyone would know that the prince had come back to Amwarren. Word would almost certainly reach the King in a matter of days. Then everyone would know where to find the prince—including whoever sent the assassins.

And, of course, Griff would leave out the part where he ditched Anryn at the witch trial, he thought. 

By rights, it should have been Griff who presided, not Anryn. Dorland was within his father’s territory, on lands gifted to the family by Anyrn’s grandfather. The witch laws said that no accused witch’s sentence could be carried out until it was pronounced by the lord who held the land. The summons came to them on the snowy hills around Dorland where lords held their sledding parties during the season. Anryn wanted both of them to return to town together, but Griff refused. He told Anryn that a real king wouldn’t put their vacation on hold to murder a peasant and left Anryn to tend to the horrible chore himself.  

“If you keep thinking, you are going to break a tooth,” Maertyn said. He leaned down to look Anryn in the eye, snapping the prince out of his dark thoughts.

Anryn resolved to find Maertyn’s whiskey without Griff’s help. The prince needed more time to think on who his friends were before he could tell them apart from his enemies. 

“It’s almost suppertime,” Anryn said. “Let’s go to a public house—there will be wine, at least. Maybe some spirits.” 

The prince started to think through all of the tasks he had to accomplish now that he was out of the woods, literal and figurative: First, a meeting with Professor Lawson to review the situation; that would help to make sense of the assassins. A bath, of course, and new clothes. After that, meet with Griff. Anryn couldn't avoid him forever. 

Then, Anryn supposed, back home to Mahaut. He was impossibly late for his wedding to Lady Beatrice of Sanchia, the powerful heiress who would fund his father’s crusade into Nynomath. Sometime before that, perhaps, Anryn needed to find some larger prize for Maertyn, a better thank-you than a mere bottle of whiskey. 

Public houses lined every street in Amwarren. By day, they served the students and professors coffee and all manner of pastries and biscuits prepared in the city’s thousand-year-old stone ovens. At night, some kept their doors open to serve a light dinner of the day’s fish and little desserts of iced chocolates and dried fruit. Unlicensed public houses sprouted like mushrooms between the timber houses Ammar built atop the original stone dwellings, their offerings decidedly less refined. In the ones furthest away from the University, underaged students could purchase liquor and incense to burn secretly in their dorm rooms. 

Anryn chose one of these, believing that the other patrons would be too preoccupied with their own illicit activities to gawk at the Prince of Ammar and his tall, filthy peasant attendant. This pub was a narrow wooden room with booths made out of the parts of old bookshelves hammered together. The wall behind the bartender had the lone shelf, full of stone jars and glass bottles that glistened in the low lamplight. A few flower garlands hung from the rafters here, too, alongside Winze dolls and dangling windchimes made of wood tubes and painted glass shards.

Anryn and Maertyn squeezed into one of the booths, sitting across from one another. Maertyn’s long legs stretched all the way across the underside of the table. Anryn tried to press himself against the wall to make room, but Maertyn shoved both bony knees on either side of the prince’s thighs, straddling him. 

“Move over,” the prince complained.

“There is nowhere else to put them,” Maertyn said. He squeezed his knees into Anryn’s thighs. The prince rapped the flat of his blade against Maertyn’s kneecaps, which put a stop to it.  

“We should go back to my apartments at the University,” Anryn said. He picked the scarred tabletop, finding bits of ancient paper wedged into the cracks of the wood. “It’s more private. I can send for some whiskey to be brought to us there.”

“Do you think that is a good idea?” Maertyn asked. “People are trying to kill you.”

“Amwarren is loyal to the crown; no one would try anything here,” Anryn said. “I’ve been here for four years and nobody has so much as challenged me to a duel even in the fencer’s club. They would not dare try to attack me here.” 

Saying it aloud almost made it feel true, Anryn thought. He lifted his chin, trying to look more confident than he felt. 

“You are good with the sword,” Maertyn admitted. 

Anryn flushed at the compliment. “Do you know much about fencing?” 

“No,” said Maertyn. “But you are alive, and the other two are dead. I think you should have kept the fingers from the man who robbed us. You could have given them to his mother when she gave you back your coin.”

“That was his mother?” Anryn asked. “How do you know...? You know—never mind.” 

Too dangerous to think of it, Anryn told himself. If he outright tells me that he’s a witch, I am obliged to see the witch law enforced. 

They ordered. Anryn did not know what he liked to drink because he was not supposed to like to drink. He asked for wine because it was what Professor Lawson drank. Maertyn asked about his precious whiskey. Miraculously, they sold the very brand that he asked for, though not the vintage he had in mind. 

Anryn ordered a bottle of it anyway with a cup for Maertyn to drink from. When they both had their cups, Anryn lifted his wine glass in a toast. “Sir, I thank you. For the hospitality of your home and for your assistance on the mountain.” 

Maertyn tapped the rim of his glass against Anryn’s, smiling. It transformed his whole face from sullen and brooding to friendly, likable. The effect was spoiled by Maertyn’s uncouth manners. He drained the glass in one sip, then picked up the bottle and smelled it. He tipped it toward the prince. 

Anryn recoiled, disgusted at the thought of passing a bottle between them like two drunks in an alleyway.

Maertyn shrugged and put the head of it to his lips, the cup on the table quite forgotten. Anryn sipped at his wine and watched. Sadness stole over him. From the way Maertyn gulped at the bottle, it was a wonder he wasn’t already dead in a ditch somewhere or locked away in a madhouse. 

Or burned at the stake as a witch. Anryn shuddered inwardly. He tried to pick up the conversation again: “How long were you up there, all alone?”

“A long time,” Maertyn answered. He wiped his mouth and would not meet the prince’s gaze. Anryn thought that he struggled with some secret guilt. Or its close cousin, shame. 

“It must have been hard,” Anryn said, trying to draw him out. He couldn’t quite say why he wanted to keep Maertyn talking. Anryn felt the need to connect with him somehow, beyond the outrageous circumstances of their meeting. 

“You know, if you ask a question, it should be my turn to ask a question,” Maertyn said. “What happened in Dorland?”

Anryn flinched. If it’d been a fencing match, Maertyn would have scored a point. The prince sipped a little more wine. The sourness of it loosened his thoughts, letting little fragments of them fall from his mind to his mouth. 

“It was a witch’s pyre,” the prince said. “I was presiding over a trial. I thought witches were all gone by now. My grandfather banished thousands of them. My father killed the rest—so goes his law.”

Maertyn’s brows knit together. He reached behind him to scratch his back. 

Point scored, Anryn thought. Now they were even. Pressing the advantage, the prince rambled on, though he wasn’t sure what game they were playing.

“You know, witches would be mages if they’d been born on the right side of the mountain,” Anryn said. “On their own, they’re no bother—they like to light candles and dance naked under the moon instead of praying in church. But organized, they could enslave us as Nynomath has her people. That’s why we go to war. It’s to defend ourselves.”

“That does not make sense,” Maertyn said. The corners of his mouth sank into a scowl. 

“It’s a power theory,” Anryn said. He started to mimic Professor Lawson, flapping his hands, and pushing through the lecture as though there were a mutual revelation on the other side of a sentence. If he could only say it the right way. “The world is anarchic until it isn’t. If we don’t attack, we will be swallowed whole. That’s why I have to get married.” 

“Why do you say it like that? I know what getting married is,” Maertyn said. He drank more of his whiskey. “I was married once.” 

Anryn was relieved that Maertyn wasn’t scowling anymore. He seized the chance to change the subject: “What was it like?” 

“Short.”

Anryn was surprised to find he’d finished his wine. Maertyn ordered them another round, with a different whiskey. A dark amber liquid that smelled like whatever the servants used to polish the parquet floors in Anryn’s apartments. 

“This is how you drink whiskey,” Maertyn said. “Do not breathe in when you sip it, then breathe out through your mouth after you swallow. Try it—you will like it.”

Anryn doubted it, but humored Maertyn. The prince did his best to follow the instructions, though they sounded uncomfortably like a witchcraft ritual. The sip felt like a boot to the face, with little stinging bits along the back of Anryn’s tongue. When he breathed out, he forgot to use his mouth, and a smoky, bitter aftertaste rolled over his tongue. 

“I don’t like the smoke,” the prince said, pushing his cup away. He looked at his hand and imagined fire engulfing it, the smell of charred flesh in his nose, skin as black as a Winze doll. 

“Then you should stop burning witches, Your Highness.” Maertyn drank his down in one long sip, then reached across the table to take Anryn’s cup and drained it, too. His cheeks flushed pink and his eyes shone. 

Anryn wondered if drinking more would make him look as angelic as it did Maertyn. Perhaps if he looked more angelic, he might also appear more kingly. More like Griff. 

“What are you thinking of?” Maertyn asked. “It is very loud.”

“I am thinking about being king,” Anryn admitted, flexing his jaw to stop himself from grinding his teeth. “What are you thinking about?”

“Fire,” Maertyn said. He smiled, but it no longer looked angelic. He scratched his back, and the glow in his eyes took on an unhealthy cast—too bright, too intense. “The first time I called black fire, I burned the roof off of a church. It was after my wife died. I think I was one of the people your grandfather sent away...” 

Anryn stared hard at him through the haze of alcohol, trying to understand what the man was saying. If Maertyn Blackfire had been alive when Anryn’s grandfather drove witches out of Ammar, that would make him at least as old as the Lightning King. Yet here he was, looking no more than five years older than Anryn at most.

“You’re drunk,” the prince said.  

“So are you,” Maertyn said. 

Anryn looked down at his hands and was horrified to see a completely new cup between his palms. It was empty. 

When did that happen? the prince wondered. Not even when goaded by Griff into drinking a second cup of ale at dinner had the Prince of Ammar ever been drunk. Had he even remembered to order food?

Anryn put his empty cup on the table, then pushed it away again, disgusted with himself. The dark thoughts came back, and the prince folded his hands together and pressed his forehead into them. “O God... Distance me from wrongdoing... Deliver me from misery and woe...”

“Oh, are you praying, now?” Maertyn said. “My father did that whenever he drank too much. Be happy when you are drunk, not sad.”

“Do you think they’ll still let me get married in a church...?” Anryn asked, rubbing his face to try and redistribute the blood gathered in his cheeks. “If I’m a murderer and a sad drunk, and I don’t know how to drink whiskey...?”

“You know, I would be more worried about being a girl than being a murderer,” Maertyn said. “They will not let you marry a woman if you are a girl.”

“Why do you keep saying that?” Anryn demanded. 

Truly, he felt that the Maertyn Blackfire was sent by God to torment him. Maertyn had only known him twenty minutes before voicing the two subjects Anryn was most desperate to avoid: girls and mages. Even Griff never dared to broach more than one at a time.

“I can see things,” Maertyn said. Something about the way that he said it made the word “see” sound bigger than the other words. “Sometimes. With you, it is very hard. There is something in the way when I try. I think you might...” 

“Not another word, peasant,” Anryn snapped. 

The prince surged to his feet, and his thighs collided with the table. Somehow, Anryn felt more drunk standing than he had felt sitting. Belligerent, he grabbed the belt at his waist and the band of the trousers beneath it. He yanked both down.

“You ‘see’ this? I am no girl,” Anryn yelled.

“Oh, so we are that kind of drunk?” Maertyn also stood. There was a movement of his long fingers, a flash of pale skin and dark, curling hair. Then, hands were on them both. The prince flailed, thinking he was fighting assassins.

It was only the town watchmen, informing them that they were both under arrest for public drunkenness and indecent exposure. 
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CHAPTER 5
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Professor Haley Lawson had lost many students in twenty years of teaching—to matriculation, attrition, even death by misadventure. He had yet to lose one by sheer misplacement. So he did not immediately panic when he noted Prince Anryniel’s absence from class after the winter break. 

At first, he felt dismayed to see that the prince was not in his usual place at the front of the class. Anryniel was a diligent student—he wrote cogent essays in his own hand, made fair copies of maps, and even sought the professor out to borrow rare tomes of history smuggled out of Nynomath usually kept under lock and key. The professor fancied they had a close relationship—he was even permitted to call the prince “Anryn” in private. Surely the lad would’ve sent a note if he’d planned to be absent.

In Prince Anryn’s place at the head table sat Gruffydd the Younger, his books and papers colonizing every inch of lumber. This table was meant to be shared by the sons of the great lords, mirroring their fathers’ positions around the King’s council table. Gruffydd had made the sons of Eyiffoen, Teqwyn, and Mayelor move back to other tables. Students of lesser families occupied these. 

Professor Lawson hid his irritation at the arrogant display behind a benign smile. His chief skill in life—diplomacy—often required the facade, especially when it came to grading young lords’ papers. Amwarren’s students of today would become the powerful lords of tomorrow; their favor was Professor Lawson’s path to influence. One stray comment on an essay not properly couched in diplomatic terms could be the difference between keeping his position at court when Prince Anryniel came of age or consignment to grading papers for the rest of his life.

Professor Lawson went to his place at the front of the hall. He stood by the piece of slate he had hung on the wall and began to draw a free-form map. He turned his head slightly to lecture over his shoulder.

“Welcome back from the break. I trust you all are well-rested and not still resting,” he said over his shoulder. “We will pick up where we left off with our examination of power differential dynamics as expressed in the Hellachraen Proxy War of Eight Hundred Ninety-Five. Does anybody remember the belligerents in this conflict?”

Professor Lawson felt the anxious silence build behind him. Students spun it up around them like a caterpillar weaving a cocoon. Each hoped that if he stayed silent long enough, some metamorphosis might occur. The professor turned to face them, sweeping his eyes over the room, hoping to see even a small flutter of a hand starting to rise. 

It was often like this in lecture now—overcrowded with eager students who hadn’t done the reading. Ever since the Prince of Ammar’s engagement to Beatrice of Sanchia was announced, the professor’s lectures filled up as people sought to learn more about the bride’s home country and about what might happen when the Golden Fleet sailed. He squinted at the room. Four decades of reading dulled his eyesight somewhat, but he could just make out some forty-odd heads in the room. None of whom dared raise his hand.

When the silence had gone on uncomfortably long, Professor Lawson called on Gruffydd. The man liked to be flattered with the thought that he might know an answer. “M’lord? Any guesses?”

“Hellachrae, I presume,” Griff drawled. In a show of deep thought, he ran a hand over the stubble on his chin and cupped his elbow with the opposite hand. 

“And their patron-state, yes. Might you recall who that is?” Professor Lawson raised his brows, imploring the young man to continue the answer. When Griff couldn’t come up with it, the professor turned his nearsighted gaze on the rest of the room. “Anyone?”

Unnerving silence. The professor clung to his smile—all too aware that the small fluttering movement of his hands betrayed his annoyance. All the answers to his questions—and more—were written down in the trove of books Amwarren University boasted in its library. Yet, it was as if the little lordlings never bothered to read them, despite the enormous sums of money their fathers paid for the privilege. 

When the silence stretched to its thinnest point, a lesser lord’s son behind him attempted the answer. “That was... Nynomath, I believe?” 

“Yes, yes,” Professor Lawson said, rocking up on the balls of his feet. “Who else? Who was on the opposing side of this conflict?”

“Sanchia,” someone called out from the back wall. 

Professor Lawson rewarded the brave voice by raising a palm overhead in a gesture of praise. 

“Yes, and?” he called, building on the hope that at least one student in the class had completed the assigned reading over the break. “Who is Sanchia’s overlord?”

This one was easy. Several students shouted it out at once: “Ammar!”

Now Professor Lawson smiled in earnest. Not everyone in that room could one day become a king, but anyone there could learn to become a great mind upon which kings relied. He urged his students on: “And why might Hellachrea and Sanchia go to war on behalf of Nynomath and Ammar? Hm? What possible reason would motivate a sovereign state to challenge the hierarchy of world powers? Anyone?” 

More silence. Then, timidly, the grandson of Lord Teqwyn sputtered, “They... don’t they... I think that they might...”

Yes, yes, scratch at the cocoon of ignorance, blue-blooded butterfly. Break free! Professor Lawson silently urged. 

“Share a border...?” the lad finished. 

“Yes!” Professor Lawson clapped both his hands together so hard, he broke his chalk. He bent to recover the longer piece of it and turned back to the board to continue the lecture. 

He built on the momentum of his enthusiasm and lost himself in the lecture. This was the work, Professor Lawson told himself. All his life, he’d striven to rise above the muck man made for himself in conquest, adventure, and warfare. He was an unregarded fifth son, given to the Church to be raised in the divine calling to end human suffering. This was what brought him to the study of diplomacy and the paradox it presented: Diplomacy’s chief aim was to avoid war. Yet without war, he would not be a professor of diplomacy... and would not be an advisor to the Kings of Ammar—present and future.

Where is that boy? Professor Lawson thought as he sketched out the map of Ammar’s border. This part of the lecture he’d hoped Prince Anryn would hear—of how geography played a critical role in the pattern of diplomatic relations. 

Nynomath and Ammar had a long history but only a handful of wars, thanks in large part to the mountains that divided them. Before Ammar was its own country, it had been a part of the mage kingdom—until the mages murdered their last king. At that time, some three hundred years before Professor Lawson stood in his classroom, the land divided itself into thirds. The Empire of Bocce with its many client-states took a third of the world, Nynomath and Hellechrae another, and Ammar carved out the last third for itself—colonizing its near-neighbors in the sea and elevating them to powerful city-states. Sanchia was the mightiest of these thanks to its light sailing ships with the capacity to sail windward.

An alliance with Sanchia was more than a means to secure Ammar a navy. Professor Lawson spent the better part of twenty years crafting an alliance that would elevate Ammar’s standing in the world arena. The Lightning King could not live forever, and the blessing of his memory would not be enough to keep trade strong and borders protected. Prince Anryn’s marriage to Lady Beatrice was a signal to the world powers that Ammar’s future was protected. 

Ammar’s future will also be marked down on his next paper for an unexcused absence, Professor Lawson decided. He called halt to the lecture—and caught up to Griff before the little lordling could ensconce himself in the company of the other sons. 

“His Highness led me to believe he would be back immediately following the break. Was he waylaid?” Professor Lawson asked.

“I haven’t seen him,” Griff said. His face had stretched over the past four years, taking on the appearance of manhood, if not the responsibility. The lord ran his fingers through his shining black curls and laughed. “Perhaps he has cold feet after all.”

“I am shocked that you would lose track of the prince so easily, your lordship,” said Professor Lawson in rebuke. “He is the son of your King. Was the prince as easy to lose sight of as the thesis of your midterm paper?”

He saw a red flush creep up the boy’s neck. This was a trait that he shared with his father. Professor Lawson had seen the Elder’s neck and face redden many times in the debates over the marriage contract. At the sharpness in the professor’s tone, Gruffydd the Younger seemed to deflate a little. 

The son is not the father, the professor reminded himself. As an educator, the professor had the opportunity to influence the growth of the young men who would become the lords of the land. He had to earn that influence through trust.

The professor placed a hand over his heart and softened his voice. “Tell me what happened, son.”

The compassion in the professor’s tone reached Griff in a way that his lectures didn’t. The young man’s arrogance unraveled. He lowered his eyes and the red flush receded. 

“We slipped out to go sledding—in Dorland. We argued,” Griff admitted. “There was a witch trial in the town. They needed a lord to come and read the sentence. I... went off to sled instead.” 

“Ah,” said the professor. He moved his fingers in a gesture of blessing. “God grant the poor soul peace.”

He said no more than this. The Lightning King’s antipathy toward witches was well known. It would not have been diplomatic to reveal his personal distaste for the practice to Gruffydd the Younger before he sussed out how the young man felt about it first. 

It was like the prisoner’s dilemma he taught in first-year seminar: If two prisoners collaborated, they might both escape the prison. But if one were to confide in the other and be betrayed... This outcome was marked on the four-square diagram with a dull red X. Should that come to pass, Professor Lawson would not be the first chief counselor to a King of Ammar to find his head on a spike. 

“Did he not return to your lodgings at Dorland before you made your way back to Amwarren?” Professor Lawson pressed. “Were you able to attempt a reconciliation?”

“Haven’t you heard? Dorland is in shambles. A storm blew up while we were on the mountain, and by the time we walked back, our lodgings were completely destroyed! Stripped down to the foundation,” Griff said. 

“Blown down?” Professor Lawson asked. The professor made another sign with his fingers, this one a warding against evil—three fingers to form the rough shape of a Winze doll. “Extraordinary... Though, if it were a witch’s spell, I suppose anything is possible...”

Griff copied the gesture. “I had to return here in a hired sleigh. Anryn took mine and our drivers with him to go back for the witch trial. I thought maybe he continued on when he saw the wreck of the town. Or maybe he went straight back home to teach me my place.”

Now Professor Lawson made his voice hard again. While Griff was his student, it was the professor’s job to guide him on the path of power his family’s influence had bought for him. “Your place is by the Prince of Ammar’s side. The future of your family rests on the crown.”

The red flush spread itself over Griff’s cheeks. He lowered his head in shame. “I shouldn’t have left him. I was angry. I’ll... I’ll apologize. When I see him next.”

***
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PROFESSOR LAWSON HURRIED up the steps to his office. The tower was a tangle of staircases and circular windows cut in the four cardinal directions—a relic of the time it had been a place of worship for the mages. Each professor here had his own office, fitted with doors made of many metals extracted from the red canyons. The professor’s own door was a brilliant copper, polished to a bright red sheen, with a heavy brass lock wrought with clever scrollwork. 

Inside his office, he kept his rarest books, his favorite wines, and his dearest treasures—tokens of esteem from families whose sons he educated. The silk Boccean rug spread over the stone floor had been a gift from a distant cousin of the emperor. His lacquered wooden wine cabinet had come from the matriarch of a powerful merchant family. Many of his fine leather-bound books on his shelves came from King Anathas throughout the years—growing in size as the professor rose in the King’s esteem.  

This was also where the professor kept his papers, locked inside felt-lined drawers of a magnificent leather-topped writing desk—a gift from Duke Cesar. One drawer held students’ essays and notes, one kept his fine dip pens and their ink, and a third was devoted to state papers.

The professor pulled a pen from the drawer and took out a scrap of vellum to scribble a note for his teaching assistant: Prince absent—check rooms. 

He tucked this into the brass mail tray at the edge of his desk—and then reviewed his red leather appointment book, a modest gift from Lord Gruffydd that matched the lord’s opinion of him. Here, too, Professor Lawson had done his best to balance conflicting interests. In the final drafts of the marriage contract, he’d written a provision for Gruffydd the Elder to marry Duke Cesar’s sister-in-law as a contingency should the primary marriage in the alliance not produce heirs. The waste of paper and ink was a small price to pay mollifying a greedy man.

Professor Lawson thought of going to Prince Anryn’s rooms in the dormitory himself. He scanned the red book and realized that he would not have enough time between appointments that day. Every hour of his time was accounted for months in advance, including a detailed set of pages devoted entirely to the wedding—down to the minutia of the bride’s retinue. 

The professor flipped through these pages now, agonizing over how to copy them to later dates to account for Prince Anryniel’s delay. He needed to alert the proper authorities immediately. If word of the prince’s ill-timed vacation got out, it could reach the Duke of Sanchia—and strain relations between countries. 

The professor had just handed off his brass tray when his first afternoon appointment arrived. He tucked the appointment book back into the drawer with the state papers and locked it. 

Throughout the year, he received young men sent to him by the dean to interview for potential placements within the University. Usually, Professor Lawson required a sample essay prior to agreeing to meet with a prospective student—but in this case, the dean had urged him to make an exception. Someone must’ve offered the admissions committee a bribe, thought Professor Lawson. 

When the man, Ciamon Caelt, stepped into his office, he thought instead that it may have been a death threat. He was built like a soldier and slouched like a farmer. Tall, with a broad back and sloped shoulders, and wiry black hair cut close to his scalp. Yet his clothes were of decent make—linen and cotton, dyed green and black. Perhaps Ciamon was the bastard son of an important general, the professor thought. 

Professor Lawson shook his hand. He felt his knuckles crushed together by the force of Ciamon’s grip. That close to Ciamon’s face, the professor could clearly see the white patches of scars on both eyebrows and that his nose was crooked, as if it had been broken and reset. 

The professor again balanced conflicting interests—the urgency to locate Prince Anryniel and the need to maintain the appearance of calm and order. The Professor offered Ciamon coffee and seated himself in the high-backed leather chair gifted to him by King Anathas on the occasion of Prince Anryniel’s first full year at Amwarren. He began with the usual questions asked of prospective students—small talk of his academic interests, what texts he might be familiar with. 

Ciamon surprised him by immediately shifting the conversation to the prince.

“I understand the King of Ammar’s son is in your cohort. Is he a very bright student?” he asked. 

Under normal circumstances, the professor seized any chance to laud his students—and emphasize his own position of influence over the future king. Yet Professor Lawson was no fool. The timing of the man’s appearance aroused suspicion. That he could not place Ciamon’s accent also unsettled him, but he couldn’t say why.

“All my students are bright, sir, each in his own way,” Professor Lawson answered. “Amwarren University holds its students to the highest academic standard, demanding an intellectual capacity.” 

“Naturally,” Ciamon said in an agreeable tone. 

It struck Professor Lawson that the man not only looked like a fighter, but approached conversation as one. Circling, looking for an opening. 

Ciamon made his next move: “Tell me more about the theories of international relations taught at your lecture. You’ve heard of the hegemonic theory? Do you also teach its counter-argument, the anarchic theory?” 

“Those are the titles of the introductory reading materials for my first-year course,” Professor Lawson said. He doubted Ciamon had read either of them. “Perhaps you saw those words on a pamphlet on your way here...?” 

Ciamon countered by changing the subject: “You teach the prince the laws of his own land, correct?” 

“I teach diplomacy,” Professor Lawson corrected him. “The subject of which can be expressed across various disciplines—law, philosophy, culture... It is a subject that expands well beyond any one student and his country.” 

“I see, of course. But... he will one day be your king,” said Ciamon. “Might that inspire you to bend the subject to suit his needs? To cover such topics as would interest the future king of Ammar...?” 

“Such as?” Professor Lawson asked, lifting his eyebrows as he had at Gruffydd.

“Such as how to get out of a marriage contract,” Ciamon answered. 

Professor Lawson felt himself backed into a corner by the directness of the attack. Was this man an agent of the Duke of Sanchia? His mind raced through recollections of the marriage contract, negotiated over the last three years with frequent visits to court between terms. Of course Professor Lawson knew every contingency that could result in termination of the contract—but to divulge such state matters would certainly result in his head on a spike. Even if Ciamon were sent by Sanchia’s Duke, Professor Lawson had no intention of arriving at the red X in the prisoner’s dilemma.  

With nowhere else to go, the professor launched his own attack: “Where did you say you were from, sir?” 

Ciamon Caelt set down his cup of coffee, untouched, and thanked Professor Lawson for his time. He left without answering the question.

***
[image: image]


WHEN ANRYN COULD BEAR the shame no more, he called the guard of the prison. “Hsst. Good man—I am Anryniel of Mahaut, Prince of Ammar, and I wish to return to my rooms at the dormitory.”

“Oh, really?” said the guard. He did not glance up from the parchment he scribbled at on the desk by the door. He’d scribbled on the same page for hours while Anryn paced and Maertyn slept. 

The prince drew himself up and made his voice sharp. 

“I am Anryniel of Mahaut,” he repeated, enunciating each syllable so that not a single one slurred. “In my father, King Anathas’s name, I command you release me.”

The guard looked up at the Lightning King’s name. He squinted at Anryn. Beside him, on the desk, was Anryn’s sword. The prince pointed at it. “My father’s sigil is there, on the hilt. If you hand it to me, you’ll find that the grip fits me perfectly. And if you go to the Professors’ Tower and find Haley Lawson, he will vouch for my identity.”

“Like I’m handing a drunk a sword,” the guard snorted.

“I’m not a girl—I mean, I’m not a drunk,” Anryn snarled. He felt his cheeks grow hot. “Just... go to little lord Gruffydd’s apartments. He’ll tell you. He’ll even pay you silver when you bring him here and he knows that it’s me.”

At the mention of silver, the guard perked up. The University was forever short of funds. Anryn guessed from the lone guard posted to watch the prison for the night that there was not much money to pay the men who kept the town safe. 

Why did I think coming back to school was safer than going home? Anryn thought to himself. He glanced at where Maertyn snored on the stone bench in their shared cell. What madness possessed me to try and outdrink this peasant?

The guard scribbled at his paper a little longer, then slowly got up from the table, buckled Anryn’s sword around his hips, and shuffled out. Alone and anxious, Anryn went to sit beside Maertyn, shoving him a little to squeeze himself onto the bench. Passed out though the man was, Anryn still felt a little safer beside Maertyn than he did standing alone in the middle of the prison cell with no sword. 

Outside the little window, the sounds of the evening died down. Anryn could hear the sounds of gravel crunching underfoot fading, laughter from students and teachers receding as everyone went indoors to get out of the cold. Night blanketed the town and all was quiet as students, professors, and those who served both went to study or to sleep. 

After a quarter hour, the guard returned with Gruffydd the Younger in tow. For all Anryn’s brooding at their last meeting on the snowy hill outside Dorland, he sighed with relief when he saw Griff. This was the son of his father’s most trusted lord. No matter how badly they fought, Griff was bound by honor and duty both to help the son of his king. 

“Ryn—thank God you’re alive!” Griff stood outside the cell, clutching Anryn’s sword. He was dressed for dinner, a green velvet cloak thrown over a long-tailed dinner jacket, starched collar poking out of the lapels. Griff threw an angry look at the guard sulking behind him. “Don’t just stand there, twit, release His Majesty!”

Griff could be terrible in his anger. His manners were perfect, his looks charming—but it could vanish in an instant when the red flush crept up his neck. 

The guard fumbled with a heavy keyring. Anryn got up from the bench and hurried out. The prince glanced back at Maertyn stretched out on the bench, but Griff looped an arm around the prince’s shoulders. 

“Quickly. Before someone sees...” Griff said. He hustled Anryn from the watchtower.

Outside in the street, the frozen night air stabbed Anryn’s cheeks, and a fat moon lit the gray streets. All the torches were extinguished for the night, and only a few windows glowed with candles in the sill. Griff and Anryn were alone on the street. The prince took a deep breath, willing the cold to wash the taste of liquor and shame from his throat. The prince coughed when he thought he tasted smoke in the air.

“Where were you?” Griff demanded. “Were you off sulking somewhere until I’d notice you missing? Professor Lawson bawled me out this afternoon when you weren’t at class.”

“I was not sulking,” Anryn flared. He shook off Griff’s arm and took back his sword belt. Buckling it around his hips made him stand up straighter. He lifted his chin and looked at his friend, locking eyes. “How dare you yell at me. You left me! Dorland is your father’s land and you left me to... to...”

“To what? Murder a peasant?” Griff stood up straight and put his hands on his hips. He wore no sword—as Lord Gruffydd’s son, he believed he didn’t have to. His reputation was weapon enough. “You could have refused the summons, Ryn. You didn’t have to go back down there to that witch trial.”

“My father would call me a coward.” The prince shook his head to clear it. Images of the witch burning stung the black behind his eyelids. Anryn glared at the ground, refusing to shut his eyes lest he see the poor man weeping at the stake. “It was awful. There was an assassin. I was... I barely escaped with my life. And the wind, the wind... Oh, Griff. I thought God Himself reached out of heaven to kill me.”

“Ryn... listen to me. I have something very, very serious to ask you.” Griff reached to cup Anryn’s face between his palms. “Are you drunk right now?”

As he spoke, one corner of his mouth turned up. Anryn wanted to slap that smirk off this face. The prince clutched the hilt of his sword and pulled away from Griff, furious and embarrassed. 

“Of course not,” the prince snarled. “You think I’m making this up? Enough—I’m tired. Let’s go to Professor Lawson. He’ll know what to do...”

“Wait, Ryn!” Griff called. He caught up to Anryn with only a few jogging steps. “Calm down. It’s the middle of the night, for God’s sake. And I was only half-serious... The guard said you were arrested for drunkenness. I had to be sure you weren’t raving... What is this about assassins?”

Anryn shook him off. He knew that trusting Griff with this was a mistake. By morning, half the University would be buzzing with gossip about the Prince of Ammar making a scene in public... I pulled my pants down—what was I thinking?!

“Never mind,” Anryn snarled. “Just... come with me to my rooms. You’ll stay with me tonight and watch the door.”

Griff said nothing, but Anryn could feel the other boy stiffen. The son of Ammar’s richest lord made it a point to only answer to his father—and the King. Anryn’s commands ranked a distant third, at best. 

Gritting his teeth, Anryn forced his voice to soften, and he repeated the command as a request: “Stay in my room tonight. Please.”

“You really are scared,” Griff said. After a moment, he put a hand on Anryn’s shoulder as if they were children again. “Alright. I’ll stay tonight. But in the morning, we have to get back around to wedding chores—we’ll need to skip classes to get the last bit of fitting done... And I need your help on a revision. Professor Lawson flunked me on the midterm.”

The prince let himself be led back to his rooms. He had four all to himself in a wing of the dormitory. They were dark and cold when the two made their way inside, but the bed had been turned down, and all of Anryn’s books and papers were where he’d left them. 

The familiar sights calmed him, and Anryn felt safe enough to put away his sword. The prince called for blankets and pulled on a clean linen shirt. Griff piled up pillows on a pallet at the foot of the prince’s bed. Anryn kept the curtains of the canopy open, making sure that he could see Griff laying there at the foot of his bed. The son of the greatest lord faithfully guarding the son of the King. Only then did Anryn sink beneath the covers and drop off to sleep. 

In his dreams, the prince stood on the scaffold again, with the knife sticking out of his back. Only now the witch tied to the stake was Maertyn. 
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CHAPTER 6
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News reached Mahaut that Prince Anryniel had resurfaced at Amwarren. Early reports of the prince at Dorland had been accurate. The catastrophe that destroyed the town had prevented the prince’s expedient return to Mahaut. Now some mysterious illness waylaid him.

The Queen ordered a day of prayer and thanksgiving. Hymns were sung in the church, which Beatrice dutifully attended. She stood toward the back, too anxious to greet Queen Eva. 

True to her word, the Queen of Ammar sent back Beatrice’s belt, melted down into coins stamped with the visage of King Anathas, and a little velvet pouch to hold the jewels picked out of it. A receipt came with them. The belt had made seventy-eight silver coins; Gruffydd the Elder kept nine of them as Master of the Royal Mint. 

The receipt horrified Beatrice more than the destruction of her property. 

“He keeps twelve percent of every dollar?” Beatrice asked Riccardo, waving the slip of paper at him. “That’s an outrageous sum! How did he become Master of the Royal Mint?”

“It is only for a ten-year term while the currency is rebased,” Riccardo explained. 

They were sitting together by the fire in the great hall, Beatrice in her veil and Riccardo now with a shaven head to fit under the leather cap he wore everywhere, even outside the council. In the month and a half that had elapsed since their arrival in Mahaut, King Anathas had written to Cesar of Sanchia, and the Duke had had time to write back. He sent a letter to both Beatrice and Riccardo, admonishing them to adopt local customs and remember to keep the family’s pride and prestige intact. 

“The King gave him the project to complete as some sort of bribe,” Riccardo continued, scratching underneath his cap. “He has a history of it with Gruffydd—apparently, they are near-cousins, and Gruffydd guards the valley south of the mountain from Nynomath. It takes a lot of money to keep the border closed where the land won’t lend itself to the task...” 

“Don’t do that—don’t talk down to me like I’m a baby who can’t read a map,” Beatrice snapped. In the days following her humiliation, she’d been especially sensitive to any tone in Riccardo’s voice that was the slightest bit mocking. “I know where Gruffydd’s lands lie. I am worried about where his loyalties lie. If he’s richer than the crown, that’s dangerous.”

“Don’t talk down to me,” Riccardo snapped back. “I sit in council with the King, not you.”

That was another problem: Beatrice’s complete lack of influence in the absence of her bridegroom. After her disastrous start with the Queen of Ammar, Beatrice had no other means to insert herself into the Ammarish elite. 

It did not help that she was sixteen and stubborn. She kept the coins sent to her by Queen Eva—made from a symbol of pride in her womanhood—and refused to spend them, instead stashing them in a silver casket she hid under her bed. In church, Beatrice sat in the back, stubbornly wearing the veils she’d brought from home, muttering the prayers for Prince Anryniel’s safe return instead of singing them with the other women. 

Beatrice struggled to think of some other way to reassert herself, something that didn’t rely on engaging with fashion. In Ammar, where women did not hold even ceremonial office, Beatrice understood that that might mean leading from behind rather than the front. Without a husband handy, she was left with few options. 

Help came from home. The Duke of Sanchia had been able to send another ship with messages, gifts, and things to occupy Beatrice. Of these were a series of coded letters from her mother and sisters, and a cipher made in the shape of a papier-mache duck. The contents of the letters were banal—gossip, complaints from her mother about how fat her father was growing, a clumsy poem from her youngest sister—but the decoding exercise amused Beatrice and restored some of the confidence Ammar had chiseled away at. 

Emboldened, she asked Riccardo to find a way for her to listen in on the council meetings. Riccardo did not agree at first.  

“I will tell you what you need to know,” he reassured her. When Beatrice raised her eyebrows, he was quick to defend himself: “I keep nothing of substance from you. But I can’t possibly repeat everything that is said. It’s all a jumble of domestic concerns and maneuvering for the King’s favor.” 

“Tell me more,” Beatrice prompted. “It’s not a jumble to me. I should know who is sucking up to my future father-in-law. Go on—tell me just one tidbit that you remember from yesterday’s council.”

Riccardo did his best to indulge Beatrice. “It’s just whining. Gruffydd takes up most of the time complaining that he was not consulted about the marriage of Teqwyn’s daughter. This marriage took place five years ago—and the argument took up the better part of an hour, going on about the King taking the advice of foreigners over that of his natural subjects. I suppose Teqwyn’s grandmother was a naturalized citizen...” 

“Ha! You see? That is something that I, as the future king’s wife, would want to know,” Beatrice argued. “Think of it, Dick. The men in that room will be the men at my wedding. They and their sons will be the ones who will have the most influence on my husband when he is king. I need to know more about them now to prepare myself for later, when I am one of the foreigners whose advice my husband takes.” 

Riccardo sighed and ran his hand through his hair. “You cannot sit in the room, Bea. The women here don’t sit in on councils, so you will not sit in.” 

“No,” agreed Beatrice. “I will stand.”
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ONE OF THE NEWER GIFTS sent by the Duke of Sanchia to the King of Ammar was a tapestry depicting the first Blood King. Legend had it that this King once defeated a dragon and was rewarded with the hand of one of God’s angels in marriage. It was woven with exact measurements of Ammar’s throne room such that, when hung behind the dais, it would make whoever sat the throne appear to be the first Blood King bursting forth. 

Because the effect would be spoiled if hung even a little off-center, Riccardo had an excuse to examine the walls of the throne very carefully and learn the little networks of hidden staircases that valets used to move discreetly between rooms. In Sanchia, these were cold marble staircases that reverberated with echoes, making them a poor venue for eavesdropping. In Ammar, they were made of wood. 

As long as Beatrice could balance her weight on the interlocking tiles and keep very still, she could make out the voices in the throne room if she stood by the servants’ door that opened just behind the new tapestry. 

Beatrice would arrange to go to the library above the palace’s great hall. One of Riccardo’s valets would help her slip into the staircase, holding her veil and shoes for her as she descended to where the little door was left just a crack open for her. She listened intently, matching echoing voices to names as the minutes dragged by and the men argued.

Riccardo had been right about Gruffydd. In the first meeting she attended in secret, she heard the man disparaging the character of the lord’s daughter who got married without consulting Gruffydd. There was more to it, little subtleties Riccardo missed. Beatrice was able to piece together that the marriage could move Gruffydd and his son one step back from the line of succession.

“Your Majesty knows this,” Gruffydd pressed. “A son from this union throws everything into disarray. Should the Prince of Ammar die childless, the sons from this marriage would be his successors.” 

Beatrice felt her nostrils flare: Was the man implying she could not give the prince sons? That was the point of the menses belt. To prove that she had the hips for it! 

“Who says he will die childless?” Teqwyn asked. “The prince may yet have many sons once he returns from Nynomath.” 

“He should see about having them before,” Mayelor said. “Much better to leave a wife with child and head to war than to leave in doubt.” 

“Quite. It may be wisest to keep the prince at home until the production of an heir is underway,” Gruffydd agreed. “Let Teqwyn’s boys take the Golden Fleet around the horn. The prince can catch up to me once his marital duties are complete.” 

“Send your own son,” the King of Ammar said. “He has neither land nor a bride to plow. Let him claim glory on the field of battle in your name. At my son’s side.” 

“My son would be better served as an ambassador, Your Highness,” Gruffydd suggested. “Let us send him to Bocce to guard our interests there. It puts him in the perfect place to manage things from the east while Your Majesty’s forces invade from the west.”

“I doubt your son could manage anything more complex than a dinner party, if the boy’s marks at Amwarren are anything to go on,” King Anathas said. “Well, now. School is not for everyone...”

They bickered more, and Beatrice mulled over what she’d learned. Some of it, she already knew from what her mother had told her. Duchess Sofia’s spies relayed gossip about the prince back to Sanchia, which painted a flattering picture of her future son-in-law. Prince Anryniel was reputed to be studious and good with a sword. Beatrice supposed Gruffydd’s son must have been similar—perhaps close enough to be seen as a rival to Prince Anryniel.

Beatrice turned to gossip to fill in the missing details. Eavesdropping on women was less physically demanding than eavesdropping on the men—although more expensive. Beatrice went to the market, with Riccardo trailing behind her to carry her purse. The men escorting their women often stood a dozen paces back while their ladies browsed the stalls. The scant distance was like its own veil, drawing the women away from the world of men where they were free to whisper and giggle.

The allure of the market was almost enough to distract Beatrice from her task, there among the merchants' stalls glittering with goods and trinkets from faraway places she’d never seen. Ammar had the very best wool in the world and some of the finest wood. Beatrice ran her fingers lovingly over bolts of red and purple cloth, touched the smooth, carved features of black Bad-Luck dolls with glass beads for eyes. 

Drifting from stall to stall, she let herself be seen by the other ladies. Riccardo was seen too, drawing his fair share of appreciative glances. The sight of Beatrice of Sanchia was enough to stir other ladies to talking, their whispers and titters fluttering out from beneath their veils: 

“Ooooh, is the brother-in-law looking for a wife, too?”

“Gruffydd’s boy will have a suit matching the Prince’s at the wedding...”

“It’s like the fairy tale, where the brothers switch places and trick the wife into bigamy...”

“They’ll be easy to tell apart! I hear little Anryniel barely comes up to Gruffydd’s chin...”

So, Beatrice thought, the Prince of Ammar was scrawny. Perhaps also sickly. No one seemed at all worried or surprised about his mysterious illness. This led Beatrice to believe that it was a common occurrence. 

Beatrice asked Riccardo to ask in council about the prince’s health. He grumbled, but obliged in the next council meeting. Beatrice listened as Riccardo asked, as tactfully as he could, if there were some concerns that the bridegroom had cold feet. 

“What are you implying?” the King demanded. 

Even from behind the tapestry, behind the door, Beatrice could feel the mood of the room shift. Riccardo stammered, trying to backpedal. Thankfully, another lord—Eyiffoen—suggested that this was just another mistranslation on Riccardo’s part.

“He has a cold; he does not have cold feet,” Eyiffoen explained. “A cold is like a chill he caught while out sledding. It’s nothing to do with his feet, although hot bricks placed there might draw the chill out of his head.”

“No, no, not bricks,” said Tommasi. “You cure a cold with black pine tea and a little honey for the throat. And the boy should perhaps visit a shrine and make an offering to God to cure him.”

“Anryniel will come straight home,” said the King. “Damn the boy’s nosebleeds. He can hold it shut for a carriage ride. The Duke will not send the Golden Fleet until the bride is brought to bed.”

Beatrice caught her breath, excited to be talked of at council, even if she was reduced only to “the bride.” 

The thought of her wedding night was even more exhilarating. All her life, Beatrice had heard the songs—romantic ballads and laments of courtly love. She even found a sacred text stolen from Hellachrae that contained drawings of their priestesses’ lovemaking rituals. When her mother found the book hidden in Beatrice’s room, she’d given her daughter a stern lecture that marriage would not be like that, not exactly. Even so, Beatrice knew it would involve kissing. Beatrice wanted very much to be kissed—and perhaps to find another copy of that book, someday.

These thoughts distracted Beatrice from eavesdropping. She snapped back to awareness when the voices behind the door rose to shouts. Beatrice missed whatever was said to cause a storm, but she heard the groan of chairs and the scrape of steel as swords were drawn.  

“How dare you! My daughter’s honor is well above your wife’s!” Tommasi shouted. “She is a learned woman—not a witch.”

“By God, sir, I take exception to your tone...!” Teqwyn answered. 

Beatrice strained to see the fight from the crack between the door, but she could only make out little blurs where the swords swung through the air. It went on for a moment before the King started to yell for the lords to stop. 

“Put them up, my lords. Now! No more about hot water and witchcraft,” King Anathas shouted. “That heresy has no place at court. My son knows better than to meddle in it. The boy will come straight home and be wed before the end of the month. We can be away to the horn the very next day if Sanchia will send the fleet early. The timing is perfect.”

“Yes, perfect, Your Majesty! A spring honeymoon would suit the prince well,” Eyiffoen said, trying to draw attention to himself and the fact that he had not been one of the unruly lords drawing swords in the King’s presence. “It may even be that you are a grandfather by this time next year, Your Majesty!”

“Care to wager on it?” said Gruffydd. There was no mistaking his sarcasm. “I’ll loan you the money to cover the bet. Eight percent interest.”

Beatrice lingered while the lords left the room through the main doors. She turned over all the bits of gossip and drama in her mind. She still doubted that she wanted to be queen in a country that swaddled women in veils and wouldn’t let them carry their own money. 

Then her mind returned to the wedding night. What if Prince Anryniel were sickly? What if he was so scrawny, he was shorter even than her? Beatrice only brought heeled shoes with her from Sanchia. It would be a disaster of fashion and Nature to tower over her groom at the altar. 

When the sound of squeaking parquet faded completely from the great hall, Beatrice prepared herself to return up the stairs. She started to ascend and then caught sight of the blue hem of a gown at the top of the steps. Beatrice looked up—and froze. 

The Queen of Ammar stood there on the staircase, staring down at her.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then Beatrice felt the strength go out of her legs. She sank to her knees on the steps, lowering her head in a deep bow. She could feel Queen’s Eva’s stare boring into the top of her uncovered head. 

Then, with a little stir of the air and a rustle of the veil, the Queen of Ammar was gone. Moving more silently through the secret halls than Beatrice had. 
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CHAPTER 7
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The stone cells of the prison at Amwarren University were cozy, compared to the dark pits of Nynomath. Maertyn rolled over on the stone bench, untroubled to find himself behind bars. It was far from his first time—there wasn’t a jail in the world he couldn’t walk out of, and not a man alive who could stop him when he did.

He rubbed his face to bring blood back into his cheeks. He peered out from between his fingers and thought of fire. 

I should burn those dolls when I see them. Maertyn couldn't tell if this was a new thought, or perhaps a memory of something he said to Anryn when they were in the village by the river.

There had been so many of the dolls there. Them and the witches’ flower crowns. It had been hard not to hear the words everyone in the village muttered as they’d passed—every time Maertyn stepped on a person’s shadow, it was as if he could hear someone whispering in his ear. 

“Maimed Lorraine’s boy, he did. Look at the hilt—highborn, that one. Would fetch a good price if the big one weren’t with him...”

Anryn! Maertyn thought. He sat up, his head swimming. The prince was no longer in the cell with him. Bright morning sun streaked into the cell. He blinked back tears at the sting it brought to his eyes. It filtered through a narrow paned window in the highest part of the cell where most ordinary folk could not reach. When he stood on the slab and stretched, Maertyn could just brush the pane with his fingertips. 

Glass! He hadn’t seen it in years, not since he’d punched the last of the windows out in his house in a drunken rage. He almost turned to tell Anryn about it, but then remembered the prince was not there.

Maertyn felt dismay wind its way through the sticky, sluggish mire of his hangover. Anryn, the lonely, angry prince—a woman ensnared in the body of a boy. Drunk as he’d been, he could never mistake a curse when he Saw it. When she yanked down her pants to yell at him, he Saw lines all through her skin and bones—little threads of magic that held both in place. The hidden strands stretched so tight, they looked like they might snap.

Now, the shame and anger found him through his hangover. He thought of how many must run through his own body to keep his bones and his skin the same age they had been on the day he was cursed. Anryn’s curse must have been on her nearly her whole life, Maertyn thought. Which, he reckoned, might explain why the prince defended her false form. Perhaps she was too young to remember when it was carved. 

Stretching helped his headache, but the anger stayed in his stomach, spreading. He reached underneath his shirt to feel the top of the scars on his back, the long lines of his curse carved into the flesh. He wondered where on Anryn’s body the mages carved hers. 

It had to be a mage, he thought. Witches couldn’t control magic the way a mage could, to enspell an entire body like that. When a witch opened the seam between light and shadow, it came and went like a storm blowing down from the mountain. At least, that was what it had been for Maertyn when his wife died. He hadn’t known what he was doing until he’d burned the roof of the church away.

He became aware that someone was standing outside the cell, looking at him. Maertyn blinked and thought the Sight played a trick on him. It looked like Prince Anryn but taller, with black hair and the shadow of a beard on the jaw. He rubbed his face and came to stand close to the bars to look again.

“Are you a man called Martin Shorefire?” the boy asked him. “I”m Gruffydd, son of Lord Gruffydd. I am a friend of His Grace, the Prince Anryniel of Ammar. He sent me to collect you.” 

The bearded boy with the ridiculous name led Maertyn through the cramped, narrow paths that ran between the stone towers of Amwarren University. He thought that some of them looked familiar. Of course, this was impossible; Maertyn Blackfire had never been to Amwarren. Yet the sight of the towers stirred little whispers in his mind, like memories passed through a half-waking dream. Maertyn knew he would need to find more liquor for his flask soon.

Gruffydd led Maertyn into one of the towers, lined with wooden doors to the cells instead of iron bars. All the halls had glass windows here, some of them with little colored panels.  

“You may use this room,” the boy told Maertyn, stopping outside one of the carved wooden doors. “You’ll find a bath and some... more suitable clothes waiting. When you are dressed, please come outside to the hall and someone will guide you to the prince’s apartments.”

Maertyn squinted at him, still hungover and piecing together the events of the night before. The prince wanted to see him? Maertyn wondered how much of the night she remembered. He supposed he should find out before he told her about the curse. She might not want to buy him any whiskey after he told her.

The room beyond the wooden door felt like another world to Maertyn. It was half again the size of his own cottage, the window facing his mountain as big as gate to his front yard. A four-poster bed took up the far wall, made up with matching embroidered bedspread and pillowcases. Two low, carved wooden tables flanked it, topped with silver trays and small vases tucked full of fresh flowers. One wall was taken up entirely by shelves lined with leather-bound books; the wall opposite, filled by a brick-lined fireplace, crackling and warm. 

Beside the fireplace, he found a copper tub filled with steaming hot water. Maertyn went right to it, awed and overwhelmed. In all his eighty years alive, he’d never once had a hot bath. Even on his wedding day, it was cold river water or nothing. 

It took Maertyn a moment to work out how to step into the water, gripping the sides of the tub to steady himself as he folded his long legs under him. The heat of it made his skin prickle with sweat. It leached off the last bitterness of the hangover. He gave in to the urge to lift his feet up out of the water so that he could sink his head under the surface, hoping it would work on his headache.

He stayed like that for a long time, untroubled when he ran out of air. Water couldn’t kill him. He’d spent long hours in the river near his farm, looking up at the smooth mirror of water from beneath it, seeing himself reflected there. Wondering why he couldn’t drown, though his lungs ached and seized. They would stay like that until later, when Maertyn emerged from the water and they could draw air once more—as if every inch of him knew that there would always be a later.

The hangover deserted him, leaving a trickle of shame to drip from him like the hot water that pooled at his feet on the floor. He looked down at himself, and remembered with aching clarity pulling his pants down to mock Anryn. The rush of regret left him cold and shivering. He knew he would need to apologize, though he barely remembered how to after all that time alone on the mountain. 

Maertyn stepped into the hall outside the heavy, carved door. Afternoon sunlight slanted through the wide glass windows onto the carpeted floors. Students dressed in dark robes walked the halls, hurrying to their rooms with armfuls of books and papers clutched to their chests. The dark robes and the long lines of shadow cast by the light from the windows reminded Maertyn of the mages in their hoods. 

The snooty boy, Gruffydd, left a servant in the hall to wait for him. The servant led Maertyn down the halls and up a narrow staircase. Here, there were other men rushing between rooms, but they were dressed in clothes like his—plain, ordinary—and all carrying bedsheets and baskets. Servants to the students, moving among the grandeur unseen. 

The doors led to a series of antechambers, each as well-appointed as Maertyn’s room had been, with bookshelves and low tables full of decorative objects. Men in student’s robes and a few dressed in finer velvets and furs lurked here, making a show of reading the books or lounging in front of the fires to talk quietly. They looked up to watch Maertyn pass and then glanced away again when they realized he was dressed like the servants. Someone who could not enhance their own importance.

Prince Anryn was in one of the deeper rooms, the walls papered over with maps and handwritten notes. She stood on a stool at the center of the room while men pulled and tugged at the clothes she wore. They were fitting her with a mail shirt made of shining gold links and white creased linen trousers beneath it so bright, it rekindled Maertyn’s headache. 

Dressed and clean, with a calmer look on her face than Maertyn was used to seeing, Anryn no longer looked like a girl. Had Maertyn met the Prince of Ammar on the road dressed like that, he might never have noticed the curse. Especially if he’d been drinking. 

“Master Blackfire,” Anryn greeted him. “I would like to present you to Griff, son of Lord Gruffydd, my oldest friend and groomsmen. Griff, this is Maertyn Blackfire. If not for him, I would be dead. And if not for your father, Griff, I would kick you out of the wedding and make him my groomsman!”

Gruffydd was there, too. Maertyn was surprised to see he wore nearly the same outfit as Anryn, only in silver. The jacket showed off his shoulders. The white made his wispy beard more obvious. Maertyn almost laughed. He didn’t even need the Sight to see the jealousy radiating between the two.  

“You found this man outside Dorland?” said Griff, turning to face Maertyn, studying him. “Look at his shoulders! You could yoke him like an ox. You’ll never find a tailor and an armorer in all of Ammar who could let out my suit far enough to fit him.” 

“I would need different pants,” Maertyn agreed. 

Griff squinted at him, trying to decide if he was being mocked. Maertyn stared back, wondering how much the bearded boy could drink. He almost asked Griff this very question, but Maertyn remembered that he was among lords. The actual heir to the kingdom just in front of him. Suddenly tongue-tied, Maertyn held his peace. 

“Stop glaring at him, Griff. I was only joking,” said Anryn. “But you should be thanking him. Unless... you’re not happy to see me alive?”

“Do you think you’re being funny, Ryn?” said Griff. “Of course I am glad you’re alive. Though I don’t understand what you were doing wandering around the countryside with this... peasant when you knew Dorland was destroyed. Everyone was worried sick.”

Prince Anryn ground her teeth. She glanced at Maertyn, but she spoke to Griff. “Now I need to ask you something very, very serious, Griff... The men you hired—the ones who drove our sleigh that day. They were men who came with us to Dorland in your party... Did you hire them to kill me?”

Maertyn wondered whether he should leave. Then, it occurred to him that Anryn wanted him there while she confronted her friend. Just as she’d tried to hide behind him when they met the brigands at the bridge. 

“What? That’s absurd,” Griff said. “Ryn, are you sure you’re alright? You go missing for two weeks and then turn up here drunk and babbling about assassins... There’s not even a scratch on you...”  

“What, you don’t think that I couldn’t defend myself?” Anryn interrupted, her eyes flashing. “Say the word—we’ll duel it out in the club right now. I am a Prince of Ammar, and my words are like oaths. I do not exaggerate. Maertyn, tell him.”

For the first time that day, Prince Anryn looked straight at Maertyn. This was more conversation than he’d had to listen to in decades. He’d forgotten the ebb and flow of it. Maertyn did not know what to say that would not get Anryn into some kind of trouble.

“There were two men,” Maertyn began. He struggled not to use the words she or her, though they thrust their way into his head. “They chased the prince into my village.”

“Ryn... Are you sure that they were assassins?” Griff asked. He looked hard at Anryn. “Maybe they were just angry locals, friends of the witch you burned?”

“Not another word,” Anryn shouted, her face darkening with fury. “You should be ashamed of yourself, Gruffydd! You haven’t believed a single thing I’ve said—especially not that you hired assassins, knowingly or not.” 

The tailors stood back from her. Anryn bore down on Gruffydd, stepping down from the stool right up to his face. She only came up to his chin. 

“You should have gone to the witch trial yourself. You should have at least gone with me. And you didn’t even come to look for me...!” Anryn said. Her voice broke on the last bit, the furious yell thinning out into a whine. 

“I thought you ran away!” Griff said. He stepped back so that he would not have to tilt his head down to meet her eye. “I thought that you went off somewhere to sulk and left me to sweat, worrying about what your father would say if he found out we went sledding instead of heading to Mahaut.”

“I would never run away,” Anryn said. “I’m not a coward. And I would rather die than disappoint my father.”

Maertyn’s back started to itch. Griff bowed again to Anryn, lower and longer. 

She spoke to the top of Griff’s head: “Peasant or no, Maertyn Blackfire has done more for me in a week than you have in the last month. I am very serious when I say I will make him a groomsman and demote you to usher. If I don’t throw you to my father first.”

“Your father would throw me right back,” Griff said, still bowing. “We’re paying for two-thirds of the wedding and the entire cost of the feasts.”

The boy has balls, Maertyn thought. No wonder Anryn was jealous. 

“Well, then let us hope that your father vetted the caterers better than you vetted our sleigh drivers,” Anryn said. She stood back from Griff. “The Lord Gruffydd may leave.”

Griff stalked out, brushing past Maertyn on his way. Maertyn waited while Anryn had her wedding costume taken off. She stepped behind a screen and passed bits of it to attendants to tuck into trunks. 

By then, the sunlight in the windows was fading. Maertyn could hear loud voices in the halls and down in the narrow alleys. Shouts and laughter as students left their last classes for the day and headed out to find halls for gaming and drinks. The fire in the fireplace had been rebuilt at some point during the fitting. Maertyn saw that there was bread and wine laid on the table by the fire. He marveled that servants could move so quietly between rooms without being noticed.

The prince emerged from behind the screen. She wore a robe that left much of her chest bare. Maertyn thought that now she looked like a girl again. Softer, graceful.

“I need a drink,” said Maertyn. He headed for the table.

“Leave that,” the prince commanded. She pointed over at another low table by her canopied bed where a gold paper box wrapped in a green ribbon sat. “I think you’ll want this instead.”

Bemused, Maertyn opened the box and saw the deep brown color of a whiskey bottle crowned with a red wax seal. Drawing it out, he recognized the hand-painted label with the image of four wolves howling at a crescent moon. A number inked in swirling gold script below the logo. 

“You found it,” Maertyn said. His face ached with a smile.

“Yes,” Anryn said. “I am assured that it tastes much better than shoe leather. Though, it is older than the vintage you asked for. Seventy-five, not twenty.”

“Still younger than me,” Maertyn said. He went to open the cork and found it waxed over. He looked around for something to cut it with and picked up the little knife brought to cut the bread. 

“You’re going to drink it now?” the prince asked, watching Maertyn peel the wax.

“You want to join me?” Maertyn asked. 

Anryn made a gesture of polite refusal. Maertyn pretended not to notice the line deepening between her eyebrows. 

Feeling the cork between his thumb and forefinger pop free from the neck of the bottle, Maertyn danced a little jig. Four Wolves, a seventy-five-year vintage! And here he was drinking it in the presence of the future king. His father would never have believed it. A bottle of the twenty-year had cost the family his great-grandmother’s Nynomathian pocket watch. His family had bought that bottle for Maertyn as a wedding present. 

Maertyn poured the caramel-colored whiskey into a teacup. He paused, struck by the significance of the memory. He poured a dram into the second teacup and brought it to Prince Anryn. 

“You have to drink it with me,” Maertyn said. “For good luck. For your wedding.”

Maertyn thought she might refuse. Anryn seemed to enjoy arguing, both with strangers and with friends. But—perhaps because it was him who asked—the prince went along with it. She took the teacup full of whiskey from him and drank when he did. 

It slid down his throat like silk. He glanced at Anryn and saw her face mirroring his own smile. That feeling came again, then sense that the two of them had done this before. Then, the moment slipped away, and her mouth fell into a frown. 

“Are you a witch, Maertyn Blackfire?” she asked. She said it so fast, he almost hadn’t heard her.

Maertyn felt the warmth of the whiskey fade. He drank another sip, but this one did not taste as good. It tasted like another night ahead of him that he would live to regret. 

Prince Anryn held up her arm, pointing the back of her hand to him. 

“When I met you, this arm was black and red from the elbow down,” Anryn said. “Maertyn, I fell on a burning pyre. I had a knife stuck into my back. And then, somehow... I was whole again? Waking up in your house and drinking your whiskey? I am not stupid, Maertyn Blackfire. Only two kinds of people can do what you did for me: witches and mages. So, which are you?”

“Neither,” Maertyn said. He stared into the caramel-colored liquor and looked for his reflection. “Both.”

“That’s not an answer,” Prince Anryn said. She didn’t call Maertyn a liar, but he knew that no one would believe the truth if he told it to them. He would have to show her.

Maertyn set down his cup, pushed back the sleeves of the shirts he’d layered, knelt, and stuck his hand directly into the fire. Anryn started toward him, horrified. But he was already pulling his hand out. Maertyn held it up to her, fingers spread wide. Not even the hair on his arm was singed. 

“I cannot be burnt,” Maertyn told the prince. “I have been this way for more than fifty years, ever since I came back from Nynomath. I cannot drown, I cannot starve. My hair does not grow, I do not age.”

He was surprised to hear himself say the words aloud. In all the years since the wreck of his life, Maertyn had told no one what had happened to him. There had been no one left to tell. And when he saw people in villages start to make the black stick dolls with the glass eyes meant to look like him, he resolved never to tell anyone.

Anryn knelt down beside him and took his hand, turning it over to examine Maertyn’s fingers, his palms. Her touch was like the rest of her, an uncanny mix of masculine and feminine, hard grip and soft skin. 

The prince looked up into his face with that line of worry between her eyebrows. Maertyn couldn't quite name the feelings it stirred in him, but he didn’t want her to worry.

“It is not all bad. I am home now. No one bothers me. I can drink all day long, if I want to. Want to see?” Maertyn reached for the whiskey.

“What? No—no, I don’t want to see you get drunk, not if you’re going to take your clothes off again,” Anryn huffed. She let go of his hand. “Nothing bad happens to you when you drink, but what will happen to me?” 

The prince stood and went to sit in a chair by the fire, half collapsing into it. She propped an elbow on the arm of it and covered her mouth with her knuckles. Maertyn took the chair opposite and poured himself another cup of the rich people’s whiskey. He drank it and poured himself another.

“So you can drink yourself to death but never die. What else can you do?” Anryn said, at length. “You said that you see things. Can you... see who is trying to kill me?”

“Not unless they were standing right here thinking of doing it,” Maertyn said. “I only See what is right in front of me, and sometimes even that does not work.” 

Maertyn had never mastered more than his own fire under the mages. Everything else—the Seeing, the Weaving—came from the curse. Those secrets of the mages were ones that Maertyn Blackfire stole straight from the people who ruined his life.  

“And you ‘see’ me as a woman?” the prince asked. “Even now that you’ve seen... the rest of me.”

“Yes,” he said. “I can See you. I think that you are under a curse, like me, and your body is what it is, but it does not work the way that it is supposed to.”

Even drunk, it was an outrageous thing to say. Anryn’s face flushed and that line between her brows grew even deeper as she glared at him. He realized, too late, that he had never apologized to her for the night before. 

“Prove it,” Anryn said. “Prove that I am cursed, or we’ll find out if you really can’t burn at the stake.”

In all his years, Maertyn liked to think that he knew better than to let someone test him this way. Parents, priests, chatty bartenders... They all asked the question, each in their own way. Wanting to know what was wrong with him. Why he could not just keep still and never feel the place between light and shadow. They did not understand that once the seam was torn open, it could not be closed again.

Words could be no answer here. Maertyn would have to show instead of tell. “Does that window open?” 

Anryn went to the window while Maertyn gathered together the rest of what he would need. He took a silver tray from one of the tables and put it on the ground by the fire. He went to the window and took a handful of snow from the windowsill and set it on the tray to melt. Then he went to take herbs from the vases in the room, crushing them between his fingers to bring out their scent. 

When the moon rose high, and its light filtered through the open window, he sifted the crushed herbs onto the melted snow in the tray. He said aloud the stolen words inside his head that had been learned by someone else, in a language he did not even know.

To test the spell, he held his hand out over the tray. The melted snow cast a reflective sheen over the silver that shimmered and resolved into a crystal-clear image. He and Anryn could both See Maertyn’s hand reflected: gnarled, spotted, and wrinkled. Easily eighty years old. 

Anryn crouched down by the Seeing mirror. She took his hand again in her strong grip. Turning it over in her hands, poking his wrists, trying to find the trick. 

There wasn’t one. Maertyn took his hand away from her. 

“Now you,” he said.

The prince leaned down to look into the Seeing mirror. The face that stared back from the mirror was the Prince of Ammar’s. The same eyes, the same cheeks, and nose. What was different was the way they all fit together. The hard angles smoothed into round lines. The cheeks were fuller, the lips more plump. The hair was the most striking difference; it hung around her face in long black locks that shone in the light from the fireplace.  

The prince sat back on her heels and shook her head, flinching. “That’s... nonsense. Just some mean parlor trick.”

“Look at the rest of you,” said Maertyn.  

Anryn glanced down at the mirror. Maertyn looked too, unable to resist his curiosity. Sure enough, where the prince’s robe fell open at the chest, there were two full curves disappearing beneath the silk collar. They heaved when Anryn inhaled sharply. 

Maertyn sat back and watched Anryn’s face. It reddened, then purpled. Scarlet bloomed over her lip. It spread to her hands when she pressed them to her nose, squeezing to catch the blood. Maertyn started to reach for her, but she jerked away from him. 

Anryn jumped to her feet. With a furious kick, she sent the Seeing mirror skittering into the fire.  

“Get out, goddamn you,” she said. When he did not rise quickly enough, she shouted, “Maertyn Blackfire may leave.”

The doors to the room were thrown open. Attendants hurried in to usher him out and see to the Prince of Ammar’s nosebleed. Maertyn remembered to grab the bottle of Four Wolves on his way out.
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CHAPTER 8
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After the unnerving encounter in the stairwell, Beatrice expected some retaliation from the Queen of Ammar. Some punishment, or at least a sermon at church about a woman keeping her place.

What she had not expected was a wave of attention. The very first morning after the eavesdropping, Beatrice was invited to tea with the Queen in her apartments.

Queen Eva’s rooms were three floors up in the palace, facing the south where, on a clear day, she could see all the way to the sea on the horizon. Unlike the rest of the palace, the Queen’s reception area was impeccably decorated. The floors were covered with layered Sanchian and Boccean rugs, the walls were dotted with paintings of scenes from the holy texts—the Blood King and his angel, the temptation of Saint Soren in the desert, the Winze standing at the Gates of Hell... Beatrice recognized them all from the catechism Duchess Sofia insisted her daughters take alongside her sons. 

Learn all that you can, my babies, the Duchess often said to them while they labored over their papers in a sun-filled classroom that smelled of lavender. Not all of you will wield swords when you’re grown, but each of you most certainly will wield pens.

Now, Beatrice wielded teacups. Queen Eva welcomed Beatrice to her company with the ladies Teqwyn and Tommasi. The spread included three kinds of tea to choose from and three-tiered serving plates laden with delicate cakes and flaky biscuits. 

Beatrice avoided the food and concentrated on maneuvering the teacup beneath her veil without spilling. None of the women were without theirs, even though there were no men present. Beatrice followed the social cue and kept hers on, though the fabric around her mouth grew damp from her breath after taking a sip of the hot spiced tea. 

“You must be homesick,” the Queen said. “I wonder that Sofia did not send one of your sisters with you. Her own sister was a lady-in-waiting at my court some years ago.” 

“Aunt Ginerva, yes,” said Beatrice. “She spoke often of her time in Ammar and how lovely Mahaut was in the springtime. I very much hope to see it.”

This was only half a lie. Beatrice was looking forward to seeing flowers in Mahaut’s garden when spring came. Aunt Ginerva and Duchess Sofia, however, detested each other. 

Queen Eva glanced at her for a moment. Under her veil, Beatrice pressed her fingertips into her thighs to steady herself. She waited. If the Queen were going to confront her, it would be now, wouldn’t it? 

Instead, the Queen changed the subject. “I hadn’t expected to celebrate the Feast of Saint Soren to fall before the wedding. I suppose it cannot be helped. How go your preparations for the ball you plan for next week, Catrin?”

Lady Teqwyn beamed at the attention. “Swimmingly. With the delay to the wedding, we’ve convinced Gruffydd to part with some of the perishables he’d planned for the wedding feast. We’ll have the most wonderful salad course with persimmons...”

Beatrice sipped her tea and felt the wave of anxiety pass. When she left to return to Gruffydd’s mansion that day, she assumed that the subject of her eavesdropping was closed.

Then another wave of attention arrived the next day. Beatrice was invited to view the garden with Lady Teqwyn. The day after that, Beatrice was asked to sit beside the Queen in church. The afternoon following, she was invited to a game of cards in the Queen’s apartments, where they wagered with ribbons and painted wooden buttons until well past midnight. 

The waves of attention wore Beatrice down and eroded her confidence. The Queen always had something to say that made Beatrice feel lesser-than. As if her father’s reputation as a pirate said all that the world needed to know about her. Still, Beatrice used the time to try to make a better impression on the Queen of Ammar. To convince her that Beatrice would be a good daughter-in-law. She wore her best outfits and answered every question directed at her with a gracious smile and as much patience as she could summon. 

“I trust your mother has prepared you for what to expect from married life,” the Queen said as they sat down to a late breakfast after church. “Sofia is renowned for her intelligence and capability. I hear that her library is even larger than your father’s.”

“She has prepared me,” Beatrice said. She thought of the Hellechraen love manual and thought, And I prepared myself.

With Queen Eva staring at her now, Beatrice missed her mother more than ever. Duchess Sofia had a hard stare, too, but it was loving, softened by the curve of her lips and the little crease in her nose. Noble ladies of Sanchia only wore their veils to church—never at home with their children. Beatrice remembered how Sofia had knelt down to look Beatrice in the face when she took back the book. She didn’t yell or scold Beatrice. 

There are many people in the world and they all love a little differently, Sofia said to Beatrice. We all agree on one thing: love is an act of worship. When given freely and received sincerely, it is the closest we come to God. Treat it as such.

The Queen still watched Beatrice. Beatrice fumbled for more gracious things to say and came up with something more earnest than she’d intended, “Mama read to us every night growing up. She commissioned a children’s book of common prayers. I’ve translated it into Ammarish. I hope to one day read it to my children...” 

She caught herself before she could say more. Beatrice hadn’t meant to tip her hand on just how homesick she was. How badly she longed for a new family to replace the one she left behind.

Beatrice couldn’t make out so much as the curve of a lip under the Queen’s blue veil. It was impossible to know for sure whether Queen Eva smiled or frowned.

“You translated the prayers yourself?” the Queen asked. “Hm. I hope no coarse words found their way into the interpretation. I would not want any grandchildren reared to immodest behavior.”

Beatrice gritted her teeth under her veil and thought of several choice words that she could never say. She could not forget that the Queen now had two holds over her: the belt and the eavesdropping. Like Hell Beatrice would hand over a third.

Now the sermon in church that week seemed directed at her. The priest told the story of how women first brought sin into the world when they discovered they could attract a man’s gaze by putting ornaments in their hair. In their greed for men’s attention, they tore the wings from God’s own angels. Atonement, humility... and the vague idea that God in Ammar was less forgiving than that same God in Sanchia was known to be. 

Beatrice’s mind chafed at the seams where their cultures joined together. She glanced at the Queen when they raised their arms for the blessing and saw how she hitched her veil over her fingertips so that not even her hands were exposed. The perfect picture of piety.  

By the time of Lady Teqwyn’s ball for the Feast of Saint Soren, Beatrice was ready to explode. She felt like the black powder fireworks Sanchia shot over its bays to ward off the Winze at during the equinox.

These Ammarish devils are lucky I wear their veil, Beatrice thought. No one at the dance needed to worry they’d burn themselves by touching her. 

Lady Teqwyn’s mansion was a grand square house two miles south of Mahaut. The place was lit indoors and out with hanging oil lamps that cast a cheery brightness. Stepping out into the cold night air, Beatrice savored the sound of laughter and music pouring out of the windows and doors. She took to the dance floor as soon as she could, twirling away her anxiety. 

The dancing stopped when the Lightning King and his Queen arrived. The crowd faced the doors to welcome the royal couple. Beatrice slid to the back of the room and bowed with the rest, hoping that the Queen’s eyes would not find her. 

King Anathas drew his lady out to the center of the floor. Queen Eva’s movements were careful, precise. In one graceful sweep of her arms, the Queen’s blue veil fluttered out over the floor to reveal a richly embroidered silver hem that caught both light and shadow in its shining strands. The crowd murmured its appreciation. The King’s eyes followed his wife all across the floor. 

The way that the King watched his wife was completely different than how Duke Cesar looked at his duchess. It made Beatrice jealous, ever conscious of her family’s honor. Yet how could a privateer compete with a love story? When King Anathas ascended to the Blood Throne, he could have married any woman in the world. Even the Holy Emperor of Bocce had offered him the hand of his eldest daughter. Yet, he chose Eva—and their love was as famous as Duke Cesar’s Golden Fleet.

Suddenly, Beatrice lost all desire to dance. She darted into the servants’ hall and made a show of looking for the privy. At first, Beatrice only pretended to be lost. After fifteen minutes, she admitted to herself that she was hopelessly turned around. Teqwyn's house was three times the size of Gruffydd’s city mansion, with twice as many cupboards connected by servants' passageways.

Beatrice found herself at a dead end with only a small door leading to a cupboard. Here, the lights guttered from lack of oil, all of it likely diverted to the ballroom for the night. 

Beatrice started to turn back, when a loud, familiar voice echoed down the hall. It was the King of Ammar, speaking in his shrill, demanding tone. 

“I don’t want to stay and drink with him—Teqwyn’s a lightweight,” the King complained. “I’d much rather get you home...”

“Shh,” Queen Eva said. It was the same tone she’d used when commanding Beatrice to surrender her belt. “Don’t complain. He’ll pluck up the nerve to ask for a command for his sons tonight. Gruffydd planted the seed; now you should let the liquor do its work.”

Beatrice darted into the cupboard. She didn’t dare close the door all the way, lest the Queen hear the sound. Beatrice knelt down in the dark and held down her skirts so they would not rustle. 

Outside the cracked door, the Queen and King passed beneath one of the guttering lights. The silver thread in the Queen’s veil glinted as the light rippled over it. The King ran his hands down the length of the silk, fingering the embroidered edges. He tugged on it. 

“You think I’m wrong, don’t you?” the King said. His voice was a little softer. Beatrice could see the profile of his face in the shadows. He was looking at his Queen in a way that melted years from his face. “You think there’s a better way to flush him out...”

The Queen turned to him, her back to the cupboard. Beatrice saw her hand flutter out from beneath the veil. It touched her King’s face. His arms went around her back, pulling his wife to him.

“If you think you must go to war to draw him to you... then go,” Queen Eva said. “I know that I can’t stop you. Why would I? It’s as much about avenging your brother as it is restoring my honor.”

“I will keep my vows to you,” King Anathas said. “But I’m running out of witches... I’m running out of time... I’m old.”

“Not so old,” the Queen whispered. “Don’t talk to me about time. We have time...”

Beatrice knew she should look away. This was beyond mere eavesdropping. Worse, they were so old. Legendary love or not, the thought of two elderly people kissing disgusted Beatrice. She was still too young to know that one day she, too, would be old—and that, God willing, she would still enjoy kissing.

King Anathas lifted his hands to Queen Eva’s veil. Now Beatrice knew she could not bring herself to look away. She watched as his fingers bunched the precious fabric under his hands. He yanked it off of the Queen’s head, scattering hairpins onto the floorboards. 

The Queen’s hair tumbled down her back. As it did, the Queen reached out her hand to the lamp on the wall. The light there winked out, plunging them into darkness. 

Beatrice covered her ears with her hands so that she would not hear whatever transpired there in the pitch-black hall between the Lightning King and his legendary love. While she waited for the coast to clear, Beatrice fumed. For all the talk of piety and modesty in this country with their infernal veils, the Queen of Ammar secretly dyed her old hair blond!
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CHAPTER 9
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Anryn lay in bed, his head throbbing and his nose stuffed with dried blood. He couldn’t say whether it was the whiskey or the witchcraft that caused his headache. Either might have given him the chill that now racked his body. He pulled the thick blanket around him, swaddling every inch of skin—as if he could protect his flesh from what he saw in the sorcerous mirror. 

It’s a trick. Just some mean thing Maertyn did to get a rise out of me like when he pulled his pants down... Anryn buried his face into his pillow, his pulse stabbing his temples. It beat in time to the rapping on the door to his bedroom. 

“Your Highness? Haley Lawson to see you,” an attendant called. 

Anryn pulled his head out from beneath his pillow, the silk slipcase clinging to his face where the blood from his nose dried. The curtains were still drawn, but the room had been cleaned. The tray with the empty glasses was gone, and a new fire crackled merrily in the hearth. The scorched silver tray was nowhere to be seen.  

He cleared his throat and tried to make his voice sound bigger than he felt, “He may come.”

Professor Lawson strode into the room. The familiar sight of him—tall and wide with eyes that always seemed to smile—lifted Anryn’s spirits. The prince sometimes wished that this man had been his father. He did a better job of it than the Lightning King.

The professor’s hands fluttered against the front of his robe when he saw Anryn struggling to sit up in bed. “Are you quite well, Your Highness? An attack of nerves...?”

At the concern in the professor’s voice, Anryn felt like he might weep. He clapped a hand to his nose to pinch the bridge before it could bleed. The professor came close to the bed and knelt down beside him. 

“Prince Anryn... Even in chapel, I’ve heard such strange things! Dorland was smashed flat by a tornado. You were missing for nearly two weeks... Now campus is abuzz with rumors that you were found drunk in some back-alley pub engaging in experimentation with witchcraft?”

Goddamnit, Griff! Anryn thought. 

“Professor, I... There has been an attempt on my life. In Dorland. At the witch burning,” Anryn blurted out. “The men who drove my sleigh... I was standing on the scaffold. The witch was praying while the smoke choked him... And then, the one behind me, he... he had a knife, and... I think the witch saw it. He screamed and then the wind came down. It all happened so fast.” 

He hated the sound of his voice echoing in the cold, dark room. Crying like a little girl—what would the King say? He balled up his fists and fought with the knot in his throat to keep tears back.

“May God grant the departed peace however troubled they may have been in life.” Professor Lawson moved his fingers in a gesture of mourning and then reached to rest his hand on Anryn’s back, warm and heavy. “Breathe... Be patient with yourself, and the right words will come to you.”

Anryn drew a shuddering breath. He felt the knot slide down into his chest, and at last he could get words out again, in a low and urgent whisper. “Professor—do you think my father wants me dead?”

He felt a kind of calm settle over him now that he’d said it aloud. A stillness that came from saluting an opponent in a fencing match, when he faced an enemy head-on. Even bloodied and hungover as he was at that moment, Anryn was determined not to hide.

“Why would you think this?” Professor Lawson asked. He sounded more curious than aghast. The professor continued as if he were at a lecture, his tone measured and patient. “Be rational—what gain could the King have in your death? Rather, consider that someone who wished you harm might disguise himself. To appear to be in service to your father as a means to get close to you.”

Anryn wavered. Maertyn had seemed so sure—and the sleigh drivers were dressed in the royal colors. Yet that wasn’t any kind of proof that would hold up in a trial. And Maertyn had said all manner of strange things that couldn’t be true. “Then... Griff?”

The professor’s eyes turned misty as it did in seminar, as if his mind disappeared behind a cloud. “Assassination is an extraordinary leap for a vassal. And, like your father, what would be gained? If you were not to wed Beatrice, a conciliatory match between Duchess Sofia’s sister and Gruffydd the Elder would take place. If you were to die after the wedding and leave no sons, your widow could not remarry without the King’s permission—and would lose her rank as princess.”

Anryn heard more than felt himself sigh in relief. On paper, at least, Griff had no obvious reason to want him dead. He wished that he could shake Professor Lawson until more comforting words fell from his mouth. “What do I do, then? Shall I just... wait here for another assassin to appear and hope to interrogate him...?”

“No, no, of course this will not do! We must be on our way to the wedding...!” The gold tassel of Professor Lawson’s four-corned cap swung as he surged to his feet. He strode from one end of the room to the other, eyes on the floor. Every so often, his hands smoothed down the front of his robes as he paced. 

Anryn eased himself out of bed. For a disorienting moment, it felt as though he looked at himself from somewhere far away. His eyes lingered on his naked limbs, his hairless chest. 

It’s only a hangover, he told himself. He reached for the silver bell on his bedside table and rang for a valet. 

At the gentle peel, the servants’ door sprang open and the room swarmed with servants. Two men helped him dress while a third discreetly collected the bloodstained pillowcase to launder. Another servant opened the curtains to let the watery morning sunshine into the room. The faint light rekindled Anryn’s headache. 

“Yes—yes, that could work,” the professor muttered to himself. He went to the desk and rifled through Anryn’s papers. He came to stand at the prince’s side with a map of Ammar in his hands. “It was Young Gruffydd’s idea to go to Dorland, yes? Even though he knew you were due to return to Mahaut? Fair enough! The little lord will not mind another detour. We will go to the spa at Java.”

Anryn slid his arms into a fresh black tunic. He tugged the collar away from his neck, imagining his father’s fingers gripping him there. “The King wants me home—he must be so angry already...”

“Java lies near enough to Mahaut to create the impression that we are bound for the wedding—just four days by carriage. If we leave here by week’s end, they will be expecting us in Mahaut in around ten days,” Professor Lawson said. His eyes were sharp and clear again. “Should your assassin strike before we arrive in Java, this would tell us that the plot was conceived in Mahaut. If it should occur in Java, that tells us that the plan originated from somewhere closer in proximity to Your Highness.”

“But you believe that one will strike,” Anryn said. 

He pulled on his sword belt and fastened it around his hips. The priests’ saying struck him again—If you find yourself on the same road twice, be sure to read the signs the second time. If he had to face an assassin again, what would make him ready this time?

“When that happens, I’ll need someone with me,” Anryn heard himself say. To his own ears, his voice sounded like a stranger’s. Strong and calm. Kingly.

“We should of course bring Young Gruffydd with us,” Professor Lawson said. “Though we will send his retinue ahead this week—this will limit opportunities for the plan to go awry and curb the young man’s wagging tongue...”

“No—Professor, I mean someone else. Someone who could see if an assassin was in the room with me,” Anryn said. He tried not to say the word the way that Maertyn did. He tried, as Professor Lawson would have advised him, to suss out the professor’s position out before he revealed his own. “Someone with... more skills than what money can buy.”

Now Professor Lawson’s eyes narrowed. It was alarming how quickly they could change from merry to shrewd. Perhaps that was what the Lightning King liked about him. 

“Your Highness needs a witch?” the professor said.

Anryn met his gaze. Until that moment, he hadn’t known how Professor Lawson felt about witchcraft. Professor Lawson had been King Anathas’s advisor for many years. He was one of the chief architects of the marriage contract with Sanchia. The King must have liked him, Anryn thought—but that did not mean that Professor Lawson always agreed with him. 

He thought of Maertyn, staring at him. Of the eyes of the world all over him. Watching to see what the future King of Ammar would do. 

“The witch laws define witchcraft as the will to do harm. A lonely man on his own does not meet the legal standard,” the prince said, carefully. “The witch of Dorland was convicted of wishing doom on the town—and that turned out to be a just conviction. But... if I could find a lonely man who would use his heresy to my advantage... it would not be witchcraft, by law. Would it...?”

For a long moment, the professor said nothing. Then, he smiled again and replied, “I am pleased that Your Highness has paid so much attention in your ethics seminar.” 

Anryn noticed that the professor’s fingers fluttered up toward his neck. 

***
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PROFESSOR LAWSON LEFT Prince Anryn’s rooms with his mind knotted at both ends. He paced the quadrangle between the dormitories and the professor’s tower, circling the stone fountain at its center while he stared at the icy ground beneath his feet. The sun crept over the high stone walls, glistening on the frost like silver scattered before him.

So the rumors about the prince’s arrest were true, the professor thought. 

His mind picked at this knot on the one side of his mind, coiled around the lifelong habit of cultivating trust. He thought that he must write to the King right away. To tell him, at the very least, that his son’s life had been threatened. 

In a bizarre way, Professor Lawson was flattered on his student’s behalf. Prince Anryniel’s importance had grown to such an amount as to warrant an attempt on his life. Such a heinous act felt almost like an initiation—a grim but necessary rite of passage for a future king about to come into his majority. It was not a pleasant thought to Professor Lawson, but at least the nature of the threat was prosaic. 

As to Prince Anryn’s flirtation with witchcraft... The knot at this end of his mind was larger, more intricate. The complexity drew Professor Lawson in, and he continued to pace the quadrangle even as his feet went numb from the chill. 

The Lightning King could not live forever. It was not beyond the pale to assume that his successor would have to confront the legacy he left behind. Thus far, Professor Lawson had avoided engaging on the subject of the witch laws with Prince Anryn—because the laws were a matter of domestic policy, not international diplomacy. 

As to his own feelings... Professor Lawson had been called on to give counsel to witches bound for the stake. He prayed with them. Cried with them. It was not their fault that they were born in this terrible state—magic in their blood, voices in their head, or simply with an uncanniness that attracted the attention of mages. Yet Haley Lawson knew that while he served the Lightning King, not much could be done for these unlucky souls beyond tucking a Winze doll into the kindling of their pyres. 

Now, perhaps, Prince Anryniel would change all of that. Could change all of that—if he lived long enough to become king. The boy was poised to become Ammar’s first new king in more than a lifetime. This was a time of fantastic turmoil... and an opportunity for Professor Lawson to do something other than grade papers. 

I could rewrite the law of the land itself, Haley Lawson thought. 

He stopped in his icebound tracks, frozen by his own temerity. Never before had he allowed his personal ambition to overbalance his sense of self-preservation. Yet now that he had, Professor Lawson found that he could correct the disparity. Once Prince Anryniel married and graduated, he would need trusted advisors by his side. Should it be some witch he met in a back-alley pub, or would it be Haley Lawson, professor of diplomacy? 

I will not write to the King—I will go and pack my bag, Professor Lawson decided. If he hurried, he could collect Gruffydd the Younger before lunch and be on the road by afternoon. He just needed to review his appointment book to revise their schedule. 

Professor Lawson had just turned to go into the professor’s tower when he noticed that he was not alone in the quadrangle. The bitter cold morning kept the students inside—even the groundsmen kept to the stone arcade between buildings to avoid the chill of the wind. Yet there, sprawled over the lip of the marble fount, Professor Lawson spied a man dressed only in pants and a shirt. With a half-empty bottle beside him. 

“Hello there, son,” Professor Lawson called out. 

When he received no response, he shuffled over to the fountain. This would not be the first student or servant of Amwarren to freeze to death after a night out drinking. The professor leaned down and set his fingers against the man’s neck to find whether or not he still lived. 

At his touch, the man groaned and rolled over, tumbling to the ground. The sharp, sour smell of whiskey snaked across the air. 

“I need a drink,” the tall man groaned.

“That’s the last thing you need at this hour, my boy,” Professor Lawson said. He squinted at how the man dressed and tried to guess his social standing. He could swear that he recognized the embroidery on the cuffs of the shirt. “Where is your dorm? What room did you come from?”

“From Anryn’s,” the man murmured. He crossed his arms beneath his head and pillowed his check into the embroidered sleeves of the shirt. 

Professor Lawson felt all the hairs along his neck rise. He’d never seen this man before, and few were permitted to use the prince’s familiar name. For a moment, he was tempted to call the guard. Then, he recalled the circumstances of Prince Anryniel’s arrest. Calling attention to this stranger would feed the rumors already surrounding the incident.

It could get back to the King before we arrive for the wedding, Professor Lawson thought. The professor reached for the shirt the drunk man wore and peeled back the collar. He recognized Gruffydd’s sigil sewn onto the tag there—three gold coins on a green field slashed with black. Ah, it may already be too late...

“Come on, lad. Come on... We are going to get you inside now...” Professor Lawson reached beneath the drunk man’s arms and hauled him up off the frozen ground. “Come along, before you freeze to death out here...”

“Oh, I will not die,” the man said. His legs seemed to fold in every direction, bony knees colliding with the professor’s shins.

Professor Lawson offered a silent prayer of thanksgiving that he’d found this rambling drunk before anyone else could. The professor followed it with another for his knees, which complained loudly as he half carried the man back to the professor’s tower. While he worked to coax the drunk up the stairs to his office, Professor Lawson took in the features of his face—pale skin, brown hair. For some odd reason, the rough look of him reminded Professor Lawson of Ciamon Caelt.

“What’s your name, son?” the professor asked. 

“Blackfire,” the man muttered.

An earned name, the professor thought. He wondered whether the man blacksmithed somewhere near Amwarren. Perhaps that was how he’d made the acquaintance of Gruffydd the Younger and Prince Anryniel. 

After struggling up the eight flights of steps to his office, they at last reached his copper door. Professor Lawson fumbled at his belt for the key. He’d barely touched it to the lock when the door drifted inward a crack—unlatched. 

He stood there a moment, baffled. Then the drunk Blackfire murmured, “They are gone—we can go in.”

Foreboding threaded through Professor Lawson’s mind as he stared at the black seam where the door should have the frame with the lock to secure it. He kicked it open the rest of the way, and looked inside his office. At first, it seemed as though nothing was out of place. His wine cabinet was undisturbed, the books on his shelves just where he’d left them and in the order he arranged them. Yet something in the room felt amiss. 

Professor Lawson helped Blackfire stretch out on the floor. He twitched the fringed edges of the Boccean rug away from the man’s face, lest he be sick. Then he went to his desk and ran his hand along the drawers, tugging each to see if it was still properly locked. 

One by one, they each slid open. The state papers had been rifled through. The blank sheets of vellum and bottles of ink were disturbed. His red leather appointment book was gone. Only the students' papers, still to be graded, were untouched. 

“Winze take the hindmost!” he cursed. Then, abashed, he blessed himself. 

“They got what they wanted,” Blackfire called to him from the floor. “They will not come back.”

Still flustered, Professor Lawson almost snapped at the man. He stopped himself when he saw Blackfire’s face. He started up at the ceiling, his eyes unblinking. A strange sobriety clinging to them where only a moment ago, he’d seemed entirely drunk. 

This is the man Prince Anryniel seeks, Professor Lawson realized. Just the man he needed at that moment. Now he signed again, and this time it was sincere. 

“Stay right where you are while I pack, son,” the professor said. “The Prince of Ammar has need of you—and before the week is out, I may yet find you that drink.”

He gathered up the student papers to pack into his valise. He resolved to grade them on the road to Java. 
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CHAPTER 10
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Ever since Anryn was twelve years old, when the King told him that he would one day marry Beatrice of Sanchia, the prince had dreamed of the wedding. Fitful, anxious dreams that plagued him whenever he was ill or overtired. 

As Anryn grew older, the dreams of his wedding turned into nightmares of his inadequacy. He couldn’t find his sword, his jacket didn’t fit, or he went to the wrong room in the palace and missed the ceremony. Anryn would wake in a cold sweat, half imagining his father’s face, scowling.

After the night of the mirror, these dreams took on a new and more horrifying shape. Anryn was at the wedding, but veiled and trembling at the altar. Everyone looked at him, but no one saw him. The door to the church was just in front of him, but Anryn didn’t want to open it because he knew the assassins waited behind it. The Lightning King shouted for his son, furious and angry that the prince hadn’t come to his own wedding. 

Anryn tried to pull the veil off, but when he did, black hair slipped out. He could feel the heave of his chest, those round curves naked beneath the king’s glare. His father frowned, and called for Anryn to be burned at the stake as a witch. Moonlight flickered on the edge of an assassin’s knife, slashing through the dark.

I got what I deserved, Anryn thought in the dream as the knife came down and the smoke from the pyre billowed up. Guilt stabbed him through the veil of the nightmare. Why did he put Maertyn to the question? Anryn wasn’t sure what gain there was in goading him to make a Seeing mirror. Meddling with witchcraft. 

“You are grinding your teeth,” Maertyn said. 

Anryn jerked awake, nervous and irritable. En route to Java, the prince couldn’t doze for more than the time that it took for a dream to steal over him, or for one of his traveling companions to disturb him. Was it any wonder he hadn’t been able to sleep more than an hour at a time? 

“Stop kicking me,” Anryn told him.

They rode in a six-person coach, and yet it still wasn’t enough room. Maertyn’s long legs bumped against Anryn’s shins as they jostled down the road. Professor Lawson sat beside Maertyn, filling the gap seat between them with a mess of papers that spilled onto the floor of the coach as it jounced along. 

To Anryn’s right sat Griff, who claimed a window all to himself to lean against. The motion of the coach rocked him into blissful, untroubled sleep. Anryn kept his sword belt between them, as much for reassurance as it was to remind Griff that the prince still hadn’t completely forgiven him for Dorland. 

“You need a drink,” Maertyn said. He pulled out a black leather flask. He took a sip before giving it to Anryn. 

“Peasant,” Anryn muttered. The prince glared at Maertyn while he wiped the mouth of the flask with a silk handkerchief.

“I thought I was supposed to be tasting for poison,” Maertyn said. 

“You’re supposed to be looking for the next assassin,” Anryn reminded him, careful not to say the sorcerous word, Seeing. The prince sipped the cold, sour liquid inside the flask. He wrinkled his nose. “This isn’t the Four Wolves I gave you.”

“No, I am saving that for your wedding,” Maertyn said. He seemed pleased at the thought of accompanying Anryn. Even more so when he learned they were taking a detour to visit Java, a town entirely devoted to hot baths. 

Java was one of the oldest holy places in Ammar. A natural hot spring tucked into the bend of a river, just four days’ travel from Mahaut. Legends said that God brought his sons to Java to cleanse them in the river water. Finding it muddy and full of leeches sent by demons to steal the Blood of the Divine, God struck the river with bolts of lightning. It raised the riverbed into steppes, each forming a pool into which the water ran, clear as the sky and warm as summer. 

For hundreds of years, people traveled to Java to bathe in the thermal waters. They would drink the malodorous stuff to cure every complaint from gout to infertility. Java closed its doors for several weeks after midwinter to dredge the pools and tend the landscapes around the hotels. Naturally, they would make an exception for noble guests traveling incognito. Professor Lawson had sent his teaching assistant ahead of them on horseback to make the arrangements. 

Word of the prince’s departure from Amwarren spread fast. All along the roads leading away from the university, people gathered to see the prince along, crying out blessings and asking for favors. Some of them even set off for Mahaut themselves, hoping to catch a glimpse of the wedding, the first royal wedding in over half a century. 

Not all the cries were happy. Most men knew that war with Nynomath was ever closer now that Sanchia would send the Golden Fleet. Anryn saw men throw themselves into the road, holding pamphlets aloft and shouting angry words. These men did not want to lose their lives or their lands to fight in some faraway place. 

King Anathas was famous for his ability to ignore protestors, riding straight through the thickest of crowds astride horses sixteen hands high, too fast to stop. Other lords like Eyiffoen sent priests to preach to the crowds, trying to persuade them that if they were poor or unhappy, it was God’s will. Gruffydd simply threw coins into the dirt and watched the protesters scramble for them. Only women could pass down the roads unmolested, riding in closed carriages with high, narrow windows cut for air. 

Covered carriages worked just as well for princes avoiding assassins. Under the cover of darkness, when traffic on the roads thinned as travelers bedded down for the night, they turned off the road to Mahaut. Just as Professor Lawson planned—an assassin waiting for them at Mahaut would be unaware they’d changed course; an assassin trailing them from Amwarren would be forced to follow them into Java. 

By daybreak, they were well away from the main roads, and Anryn began to relax a little, confident that the professor’s plan would flush out whoever was behind the plot against him. He even engaged in a debate with Griff and Professor Lawson on Sanchia’s coffee trade, the subject of their midterm paper. Griff grumbled and sulked whenever Anryn corrected him on the details, and it dawned on Anryn that Griff hadn’t asked him to proofread the essay as he usually would. Maertyn slouched against his window and drank.

They smelled Java before they could see it. Over the rolling green hills and low, squat trees the faint scent of rotten eggs drifted. The beauty of the scene was matched only by the stench. Anryn fumbled for a clean handkerchief among the bloodstained ones he’d crammed into his pocket. 

Their coach drew up beside the largest of Java’s houses, a stone mansion three stories tall with stained glass windows. The governor of Java, a small, mousy man with a round chin and sharp eyes, greeted them.

“Ah, welcome, welcome. We are pleased to host you at my home, the Grand Marin, our finest house here in Java,” the governor cooed. He bowed to Anryn and Griff and greeted them by the names Professor Lawson had chosen for their incognito: “I have Count Falkenstein in the Green Room and Count Mercy in the Queen’s suite on the top floor. Professor Lawson, you are on the second in the Amber Room, which is reserved for visiting priests. I trust you will find all that you require.” 

The governor stopped short when Maertyn stepped down from the coach. With the thermal waters warming the air of Java to a balmy springtime heat, Maertyn had shrugged off his long wool coat. Anryn realized with a pang that he was still wearing the ill-fitting shirts and too-short pants Griff had found for him at Amwarren. Looking neither like a lord nor quite like a servant. 

“The professor’s, ah, companion?” the governor fumbled. “Yes—we will have a room prepared for you on the ground floor, just near the bar...” 

“There is a bar?” Maertyn asked. 

“Yes, thank you. Have the coach brought round the back to unload it,” Anryn commanded. He was anxious to get inside and change into clean clothes. He glanced back at the road they’d traveled—and found not so much as a sheep for as far as his eyes could see. No sign of an assassin.

The governor’s house was perfumed against the rotten egg stench of the spas with dozens of flower vases and brass bowls brimming with fresh-cut gardenias. Tall beeswax candles scented with vanilla fitted into every candelabra, sconce, and chandelier. Attendants were just lighting these for the evening as they arrived.

Anryn glanced around as they were led to their rooms. Like most lords, the governor had his own staff—guards, chambermaids, cooks. The prince stared hard at these new faces. He hoped to recognize something, some similarity to the assassins at Dorland that would give them away. Nothing stood out. 

The sight of his room cheered him up somewhat. Curved wooden furniture, handwoven linens, and delicately painted ceramic candle holders tucked into little alcoves. Water flowed through pipes in the walls and floors, warming the stones underfoot. Little brass bowls full of water and floating gardenias perfumed the air. By the bed, there was a leatherbound book of the Lord’s First Words for worship and a little Winze doll made of polished ebony with green glass beads for the eyes. No mirrors. No fireplace. 

After checking behind the door and under the bed, the prince gave into his urge to strip off his boots and stockings to walk barefoot across the floor. He let his hands run over the warmed stone of the walls and whispered a prayer to God for calm and peace. Here in Java, the Almighty was sure to hear it. 

A noise outside the window startled him. Anryn seized his sword and went to the stained glass pane. Through the haze of red and green glass, he thought he saw torchlight moving through the streets of Java. Anryn heard faint noises, muffled by the sound of running water. It sounded like voices, and dull metal clangs.

He put his shoes back on and went to Griff’s room. It was nearly the same size as Anryn’s. The rich lord’s son stood among the opened leather trunks of his luggage and picked through the silks and linens. His sword lay on the bed, forgotten. 

“Do you hear that?” Anryn asked. “Outside—there’s something going on in the street.”

Griff waved a hand at Anryn. “It’s nothing. Probably more protestors. I have some coins here if you want to go throw them in the street.”

“What good would that do?” the prince asked. 

“My father does it all the time,” Griff said. “The crowds scramble for the silver. You can walk right by them on your way to church, not even get your shoes dusty.” He held up a green linen jacket for Anryn’s approval. “Too gaudy for a Count?”

For a moment, Prince Anryn felt like a child again in his father’s house. When he and Griff were like brothers, and much closer in height. They used to share clothing in those days. Anryn wondered what he would look like in Griff’s jacket. Unbidden, he thought of the Seeing mirror. How the curve of the breasts had vanished under the dressing gown. 

If I were that woman, I could fill out his jacket in more than a few places, Anryn thought. What would Griff think of him, then? 

Flustered, Anryn ran a hand through his hair. His heart hammered and his nose prickled as if it might start to bleed again.

“Wear the silk one,” Anryn said at last. He knew the heat from the steam from the pools would wrinkle it. Griff would hate that. 

The two of them stepped out onto the warm stone steps. Anryn stopped on the second floor where Professor Lawson and Maertyn were lodged. He had just raised his hand to knock when a pounding came from the ground floor below. His hand went for his sword. 

Over the sound of the soothing water, Anryn heard an angry voice below through the door. “Open up, you thieving bastard!” 

On the ground floor, the clerk who had helped them into the house scurried out from behind the desk. There was a clatter as a door swung shut somewhere. Anryn wrenched open the door to the guest room and darted inside. Maertyn stood there by a low table in the room with a servant setting down cups of various sizes before him. 

He glanced up as Anryn rushed inside. “They do not have whiskey, but they do have something called gin. Do you want to try it?” 

The prince wanted to scream. Would no one but Professor Lawson take the attempt on his life seriously? Still, Anryn felt a little safer with Maertyn there in the room. He even took the cup Maertyn handed him, though he only sipped at it out of nerves.

Steadied from the gin, Anryn went back to the door and listened. He cracked the door open and listened as the noise from outside echoed through the house. The prince was sure that he heard chanting in time to the metal clangs. 

Not assassins, Anryn thought. Witchcraft.

“Griff,” said the prince. “If the governor says a lord’s authority is needed, you had better be the one to deal with it.”

Griff frowned at him. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“You know damn well what I mean,” Anryn flared. “If a witch here in Java needs a lord at their trial, it’s your turn to be that lord. We’ll see if you can talk a man off a stake.”

“I could do it,” Griff said. A red flush crept up his neck. “You think I can’t? My father owns half this kingdom—who is going to say no to me if I ask to spare a man’s life? I bet it won’t even be expensive... Nobody says no to money.”  

Anryn ground his teeth. The prince hoped that Maertyn would do something, say something. Give some signal that Griff intended to harm Anryn. But when he glanced at the man, Maertyn only refilled his cup and drank more gin. 

“I’ll prove it to you, Ryn,” Griff said. He pushed past Anryn and jogged down the steps. 

When he was out of earshot, Maertyn said, “He does not want to kill you. He only wants to embarrass you.” 

Anryn glanced at Maertyn. The man stared at him as he had when the brigand’s mother gave back his coin. Waiting to see what the Prince of Ammar would do. The prince steeled himself and went out onto the steps. 

Professor Lawson emerged from his own room at just that moment, dressed for dinner. He saw Anryn holding his sword, and glanced down the steps after Griff. 

“Your Highness... have you two quarreled?” Professor Lawson asked. “I must remind you that the Code of Conduct expressly forbids dueling...”

Griff reached the door. He gestured for the governor’s men to open it. From his vantage point on the steps, Anryn could see a throng of people gathered outside the manor house. They held torches aloft and banged together copper pots and stone cups. 

“Thief! Thief! Give us water for Saint Soren!” they chanted. 

“Good people, I greet you,” Griff shouted. His voice carried easily, and the crowd’s chants died down to hear him. “I am a guest here of the governor! Tell me—has he invited you to dinner tonight as well?” 

At his amiable tone, the chants died down. Someone shouted back to Griff, “We feast for the Saint! We came to claim the water that was promised!”

Anryn crept down the steps. He squinted at the crowd and saw that a few men wore flower crowns. They looked nicer than the shabby one given to him by the mother of the brigands. These weren’t peasants. They were clean and well-fed, dressed in silks and linen almost as fine as Anryn’s, though more simply made. 

“Ah—he promised you could take some water from the pools? Is that all?” Griff glanced behind him, at Anryn. “Well, I believe we can work that out for you. I’ve a fat purse of silver. It should be more than enough to cover the costs of spa water. One jar for each of you, in the name of God and Saint Soren. What do you say?”

When Anryn didn’t answer right away, Griff turned back to the crowd. “Forgive Lord Mercy—he’s shy...”

This was too much for the prince. Anryn walked down the steps to stand beside Griff in the doorway, trying to look more confident than he felt in front of the strangers. Griff stripped off his coat and handed it to Anryn. He stepped out into the mob and took the hands of the nearest man. 

The metal clangs started up again, and now the people clapped along, beating out a dancing rhythm. Griff whirled easily through the familiar steps of Ammarish jig—the traditional dance at feasts and festivals. The words of a drinking song bubbled up from the crowd, and soon they were all stamping, singing, and dancing. They laughed with Griff and tilted their heads toward him when he spoke, friendly and eager. 

Anryn stood on the steps, holding Griff’s coat like a servant. The prince fumed. It all came so easily to Griff! When Anryn tried to speak to strangers, they sometimes tried to kill him or rob him. They did not smile at him and invite him to dance. 

The prince glanced behind him again, and saw the governor peeking out from behind the door. Griff saw him, too. The lord’s son danced back up to the doorway, and took a pouch from his belt. He held it aloft and shook it, jingling the coins inside. The crowd cheered as he handed it to the governor. 

“See? Nobody says no to money,” Griff said to Anryn as they went back inside for dinner. “Let’s see your pet peasant manage that.”
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CHAPTER 11
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“You’ve got to cut back on the dances, Bea. You’re wearing out your shoes,” Riccardo complained. “We brought only so many pairs for you from home. At the rate you’re going, we’re going to spend half your dowry replacing your wardrobe before the wedding.” 

“I’ll dance now and go barefoot to my wedding,” Beatrice said. It sounded witty and confident when she said it, but inwardly, Beatrice was all doubt and anxiety. 

The last of winter dragged itself over Mahaut, rainy and silent. With the weather so bad, Beatrice was confined entirely to the ballrooms and sitting rooms of Mahaut. It was harder for Beatrice to go to these battlegrounds well-armed, now that much of Sanchia’s retinue had returned home. 

The knights Cesar sent with them were meant to remain until after the wedding, when Beatrice would move into her husband’s household. The wedding had been so delayed that many of their attendants had spent all the money they’d brought to Ammar. The Duke needed his knights with him to prepare for war. When they left, their ladies went with them. Riccardo dismissed their house priest, preferring to retain one from Ammar’s local clergy. Even the cook disappeared one day, making off with some of Lord Gruffydd’s silver candlesticks, which Riccardo was obliged to replace. 

Queen Eva’s company was all that Beatrice had while she waited for the Prince of Ammar to return. Even Aunt Alys had retreated from the grand inner circle of houses, leaving Beatrice no means to escape it unless she went with one of the Queen’s ladies. 

Gossip couldn’t reach Beatrice when she was with Queen Eva or her ladies. She was back to relying on Riccardo, who was increasingly annoyed at having to report back to their father in Sanchia as well as to report to Beatrice. Her brother started to keep more matters to himself. The new house priest spent many hours closeted with Riccardo in Lord Gruffydd’s study. 

Alone and isolated, Beatrice was left to her own devices. She opened all the pocket doors on the top floor and rehearsed her dancing. She plotted and planned, and thought more about the wedding night. Beatrice decided that the best thing she could do was come up with some plan to break Queen Eva’s winning streak. She would have to find a way to make Prince Anryniel fall deeply in love with her.

Beatrice started with dancing. She looked for ways to twirl and to leap that would show off gracefulness, to assert herself as the finest dancer in Ammar. This was easy, as she’d already been dancing for weeks. Inspired by Queen Eva’s performance at the Feast of Saint Soren, Beatrice added more embroidery to her hems. Soon, they were murmuring for her, when Beatrice flourished a veil during a dance.

Next came makeup. Beatrice experimented with different shades and applications of liner and powder all around her eyes so that they would shine out from beneath her veil. She tested these looks while out visiting Queen Eva’s ladies, taking note of how many men would glance at her while she walked into their homes—and how long it took for them to look away. 

“Wipe that dirt off your face before you come into my presence,” the Queen said when she saw the eyeliner. “It is unhygienic. You could give yourself an infection.”

Beatrice lowered her head in a show of obedience. Out of the corner of her eye, she took note of the looks that passed between the Queen’s ladies, their eyebrows raised in silent intrigue.

Then, Beatrice went after the veil. In her fantasies, Prince Anryniel let her put it aside when she convinced him with an eloquent argument. In reality, she knew that the appetite for a change in fashion had to start with society. Any king would want his queen to keep up with the latest fashion. Why else did Duke Cesar fill his holds with all the finest silks, jewels, and face paints if not for Sofia? 

Beatrice seized the chance when Lady Tommasi hosted her for tea one day when her husband was away. Alone, the women were free to wear what they wished. Beatrice folded her veil around her shoulders like a shawl, while Lady Tommasi tied hers into a bun with a silk ribbon. She was pleased to see that the older woman had applied two faint circles of blush to her cheeks. 

“Your hair is so lovely,” Lady Tommasi said, admiring Beatrice’s chin-length curls. Beatrice had been obliged to trim them herself with little sewing scissors to keep her hair neat. “Is this the fashion in Sanchia?”

“Yes, madam,” Beatrice assured her. “Women keep it this way to display our earrings. Every woman in Sanchia wears at least two pairs to go out—the studs and the hoops are the most popular. How is it that the veil came to be so popular in Ammar? In Sanchia, hats are the fashion.”  

“Oh, here it is law. It was written after the rebellion. I was only a girl at court then, but I believe that the Church wanted something that the King said no to. Her Majesty adopted the veil to win the clergy over, and the King wrote it into law.” The lady patted her covered hair. “It does wonders for hiding the grays.”

After Beatrice’s teatime with Lady Tommasi, the subject of hairstyles became more common among Queen Eva’s ladies. Many of them talked about ways to style their hair under the veil in looped braids to give the veil a different shape. Beatrice noted smugly that none discussed dyeing their hair. Only their Queen was so vain.

Lady Teqwyn was the first to attempt a new hairstyle. Lord Teqwyn hosted a dance where his wife appeared in the shade of blue that Queen Eva favored in her veils. Beneath it, Lady Teqwyn wore her hair coiled into buns on either side of her head. The shape of the hair made the veil sweep out from her scalp in wings that fluttered when the lady danced. 

The next day, Lady Tommasi also wore a new hairstyle. She pinned a paper cone to her hair underneath the veil to make hers sweep behind her in a long drape that swayed as they walked together through the market. At Lord Mayelor’s dance that week, all the Queen’s ladies now wore some hair ornament beneath their veils to give it a different shape. It was not a repudiation, but it was a start.

Beatrice came into the hall and the ladies nodded to her. She nudged Riccardo in the side with her elbow and gestured with her chin. 

“What?” he asked, completely oblivious to her triumph. 

“We hardly talk anymore,” Beatrice sighed. “You don’t even realize I’ve started a new fashion at court in just two weeks! That has to be some kind of record.” 

“You’ve been busy with the Queen’s ladies,” Riccardo said. “I sit in the King’s council and stare at boring maps all day while they complain about money. I would gladly trade places with you. I am too tired even to dance.”

“I’ll dance enough tonight for the both of us,” Beatrice promised. 

She twirled onto the floor, confident and convinced that the beginnings of a revolution were at hand. If Beatrice could inspire the Queen’s ladies to adopt new fashions in just a week or so of effort, what else could she accomplish once she was wedded? On the arm of her prince, Beatrice would dance with as many or as few veils as she liked. 

She did one of her long leaps across the floor. For a moment, Beatrice felt frozen in the air. A numbness spread from her fingertips down her arms. When she landed, Beatrice heard, more than felt, the crack of bone as her ankle twisted. She went down in a heap. The music stopped. That strange numbness faded and, in its place, white-hot pain snaked up her leg. 

Beatrice screamed once and then bit it back, furious and embarrassed. The men all around her stepped back to make room for the women to surge toward her to help. In the flurry of fabric and arms lifting her, Beatrice caught Queen Eva staring at her. Now, she did not need to see under the veil to know that the woman was smiling. 

After the humiliation, Beatrice took to her bed at Lord Gruffydd’s and would not come out. Not even for food. Limping pathetically across the top floor of the house, she dragged all of the pocket doors shut, reducing her dance floor to the size of a closet. She refused to see anyone, especially not the Queen’s personal physician when he came to call. 

After five days, Riccardo pleaded with her through the door: “Bea—you’ve got to let someone see that foot. The bone needs to be set and wrapped. Do you want to be known as the Lame Queen of Ammar?”

“I will never be Queen of Ammar,” Beatrice shouted. She was so weak from hunger that it came out as a whispered sob. 

“I was only joking about that before, Bea, I swear,” Riccardo said. “It can’t be much longer, now. I’ve had word—the Prince left Amwarren. I’m sure he’ll be here within a fortnight, even if he walks all the way here. If we wrap your foot up now, you’ll be able to stand at the altar without crutches, even!” 

The door opened. Beatrice sat up, incensed that Riccardo would intrude on her, half-mad from the pain in her leg. 

Her brother wasn’t alone. With him stood a tall, broad-shouldered man with a crooked nose and heavy, dark eyebrows. Beatrice eyed the stranger, warily. He did not cast his eyes down at the sight of her unveiled. The man was not from Ammar, Beatrice thought. 

“I’m Ciamon Caelt, a servant of Lord Gruffydd’s,” the stranger said. 

He crossed the room in three long strides and knelt down beside Beatrice. He was ugly to look at up close, she thought. His lips were too thick and his forehead too high. He had very fine eyes, though—velvety brown. His hand, when it grasped hers, was warm and steady. 

“My lord sent me here to see what could be done for you, my lady,” Ciamon said. He turned her hand over, palm facing up. She felt his warm strong fingers press something solid into her palm. 

Beatrice looked down and saw nine heavy new silver coins in her hand. The missing pieces of her ruined belt.  
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CHAPTER 12
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Even the waters of Java could not cure Prince Anryn’s dreams of his wedding. He spent three fitful days at the spa. Soaked in the pools, dined with the governor and Gruffydd, drank a cup or two of spirits with Maertyn and Professor Lawson. Every night, Anryn dreamt of the bedding ceremony. 

In these dreams, Anryn stood trembling beside a bed. Knowing that at any moment, he would have to undress. Sometimes in the dream, it was his father yelling at him to hurry up. Sometimes it was Griff, smirking at him from some unseen corner of the room, the top of his shirt undone. 

Once, it was Maertyn, undressing him, pulling a veil up over Anryn’s head. Black hair spilled down over his chest. It shone in candlelight and smelled like gardenias. Maertyn’s hand moved over the waves of it, sliding beneath the silky locks to cup a curve hidden there. 

Anryn snapped awake, drenched in sweat. His fingers tingled, his ears rang, the blood surging in chest. The prince flung off the blanket and sat up. When he looked down at himself, he saw nothing different, though his body felt all alive with the memory of the dream. Anryn pressed a hand to his manhood and squeezed. Nothing stirred there. Nothing tingled. 

Maertyn’s right—something is wrong with me, Anryn thought. He felt the telltale warmth trickling from his nose. The prince hurried out of bed to keep his blood from staining the sheets. He rifled through his half-packed trunk for a handkerchief. 

Griff banged on the door. Here in Java, where the two of them were only the Counts Falkenstein and Mercy, there were no attendants to hover outside. It reminded Anryn of when he and Griff had been boys living at the palace in Mahaut. Ensconced in the nursery, free to come and go between rooms. Their closeness was a luxury for children.

“Come,” Anryn called. He pinched the bridge of his nose to stop the bleeding.

“Again?” Griff asked, seeing Anryn’s nosebleed. “Come, let's get you downstairs and into the baths.”

Griff handed Anryn a long linen robe knitted in a waffle pattern. Anryn hesitated, but couldn’t think of a way to tell his childhood friend to look away while he changed. The prince thought of what Maertyn said—he only wants to embarrass you—and felt his anger rise as Griff stood and watched Anryn pull off his nightshirt. 

If he smirks at me, I will stab him, Anryn thought. 

Griff did not smirk at Anryn’s hairless chest or narrow shoulders, but Anryn nursed his jealousy anyway. While they walked out to the pools, he fed it dark thoughts so that it would grow and grow. Prince Anryn spent weeks on the run, sleeping on dirt floors, and fighting off brigands. Why should the son of Gruffydd get to throw money around and have his problems melt away? Let Griff have his coin shoved back at him—let Griff have to tear buttons off one of his shirts, Anryn seethed.

The pools were as hot as Anryn’s temper. The governor’s house had private access to twelve cascading pools in the town, with a deck built out over the shallowest. Even this small one felt like a hot cup of coffee against the prince’s skin. Wincing, Griff and Anryn stepped into the water and made their way toward the edge of it, where a path lined with bricks and wooden handrails led down to the lower, hotter pools. 

Anryn looked away as Griff’s robe soaked through. He started an argument before his jealousy burned him up. Anryn treated it like a fencing match, trying to lull Griff in a false sense of security. The prince began with a compliment. 

“It was good of you to pay off the governor,” Anryn said. “Did the protestors get their water?”

“They did,” Griff said. They stopped at the middlemost pool, where a stone ledge allowed them to sit with the water up to their chests. “Though I suspect some of them came back last night while we were sleeping to dump flower petals into the water.”

Anryn sighed. “That sounds like witchcraft.”

“It’s harmless. No blood, no shrieking. None of that Nynomathian blasphemy,” Griff said. He lifted a hand out of the water and spun his index finger at Anryn. “Go on, go on... Say what you really mean to say. It must be something important, or you wouldn’t be staring at me like that.” 

Anryn looked away, embarrassed. He’d been watching Griff’s robe drifting below the surface of the water, comparing. 

The prince changed the subject: “Have you ever... seen a woman naked?” 

“Here I thought you were worried about witchcraft! I’m glad you’re finally thinking seriously about the wedding,” Griff laughed. “Well... do you remember when we peeked at my stepmother changing by the beach? It was not the first time I had done it. It was only the first time I got caught.”

Anryn remembered. Anathas had both of them whipped for it. Now, Griff’s words landed on the prince like blows. Anryn thought that Griff was noble, honorable. Yet he talked about that incident as if all men stole glances at naked women. Was Anryn simply naive, not to know? Was he somehow less of a man than Griff?

“Ryn, snap out of this mood. Your pet peasant is a bad influence,” Griff said. He played the perfect friend now, softening his voice as if they were children whispering in the dark after bedtime. “This is no way to go to your wedding! What kind of husband will you be if you’re always prickly and sulking?”

“What kind of husband?” Anryn echoed. “I’m going to be a king, Griff. What better husband could I be to Beatrice of Sanchia?”

Griff dodged Anryn’s attack and launched his own: “You could be your own man, for one. I know that something terrible happened in Dorland. I am sorry for it. But even if it was a witch’s spell, you’re a prince. You should have done something about it.”

Anryn felt the hot water rise to his head in a haze of steam that stung his eyes. He squeezed them shut and hoped that the tears that came would look like drops of sweat. 

“What would you have me do?” Anryn asked. “I couldn’t spare the witch! My father is not like your father. I don’t dare go against him.”

Griff flung both his hands above his head, scattering droplets of hot water over the surface of the pool. “What kind of king will you be? If I was your chief advisor, your greatest lord, and I told you that I wouldn’t put a witch to the stake, what would you say to me? Would you put me to death? You’d never. You’re too... too...” 

Beneath the water, Anryn bunched his fists. He wished for Griff to say a word—any word—that described the Prince of Ammar as somehow less. It would be all the excuse Anryn needed to hit him, and Griff would never hit him back. Anryn was, after all, the Prince of Ammar. 

“Too wise,” Griff continued, narrowly avoiding the trap. “You’re too wise to put good men to death when we could merely be sending them away to Nynomath—as our grandfathers did.”

“That’s your alternative? Send the witches of Ammar to Nynomath? As slaves?” Anryn asked. “Think about what that does to a person. Being sold like that. No wonder my father wanted to end the extraditions; too many witches came back to the border as berserkers, fighting for our enemy.”

He thought of Maertyn then. For the first time, Anryn believed that the man had been telling the truth about being forced into Nynomath to endure some terrible trauma that still lingered in an unnaturally long life. 

Griff stared at Anryn and launched his own attack: “Do you want to go to war, Ryn? With Nynomath?”

Anryn hesitated. The truth was, no one had ever asked him. The Lightning King told his son where to go and what to do. Go to University, to the altar, to war. It was all the same to Anryn, the pathetic prince who wanted nothing more than to satisfy his father, that king of legend. 

Now Griff launched a follow-up attack, cunning and brutal. He glanced downward, below Anryn’s face, down into the water. He looked at the prince’s body and pursed his lips. 

“Well. I suppose that might make you a king,” Griff said. “But it won’t make you a man.”

The blow landed lower than Griff could have even imagined. Anryn sank back onto the stone ledge in the burning water, shaking with a rage he could not put into words. 

Griff knew him well enough to know he’d won the argument. The son of Ammar’s greatest lord pulled himself up out of the pool and left the son of the king there, without waiting to be dismissed. 

***
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LATER THAT EVENING, Prince Anryn went back to the pools alone. Just as Griff suggested, he planned to clear his conscience before his marriage. To atone for his sins, whatever and however many they were.

For centuries, people used the pools at Java to purify themselves before weddings, after childbirth, or whenever their souls felt the weakest. Java commercialized the practice, printing pamphlets at all of the hotels with instructions on which pools to visit for which type of purification, which prayers to say, and how much of the water to drink with each of them. 

In preparation for his wedding, Anryn memorized a set of blessings and invocations designed to prepare him to bind his soul to another person. Some of these he planned to use at Java to rinse his soul clean. It would have been better to have a priest or Professor Lawson there to hear his prayers, but Anryn couldn’t bear the thought of another pair of eyes on him.

Clad in a fresh linen robe, Anryn went to the first pool and began the prayers alone: “God gives us the land and the sky, the earth and the sea, the light and the dark. From the Blood of His angels, we are made whole.” 

Anryn cupped his hand to lift some of the warm, foul-smelling water to his mouth and sipped. The sour, metallic taste scraped over his tongue. He didn’t feel any different. The prince crept down the steppes, feeling the water gently lift his body. The heat built in his blood. Sweat ran down Anryn’s face and stung his eyes. 

“The Blood of the angels redeems us and protects us. When we taste it, we know ourselves whole.”

Anryn drank a little more of the water. He thought of the assassins again and tried to tell himself that he felt remorse at their death. He didn’t, not at all. Instead, Anryn felt it for the witch of Dorland. If only the prince had been more of something, that lonely man would still be alive. The tornado would not have come down.

The prince came to the lowest, hottest pool, surrounded by thick evergreen shrubs that grew in Java year-round. The green cloak of the trees spread around him, hiding him like a veil between himself and the world. Here, the water was up to Anryn’s chin, and he gave in to the urge to shrug off the robe.

“Let the body, the mind, the spirit, and the Self feel the touch of God through His consort, Nature. Surround us with Thy holy briar. Draw us beneath the veil of our mother, Nature.”

Anryn shut his eyes and plunged beneath the burning water. 

This was a test of fortitude: some rituals called for him to stay under for a full minute, and others only asked that a penitent dunk themselves three times. The idea was to recreate the fable of God pushing his sons back into Nature, where He’d created them from. Only the worthiest of His angels would rise up again to join their holy Father on earth. The unworthy stayed beneath to return to their mother’s womb. 

Java’s bathing rituals were, Anryn thought, not all that different from witchcraft. They both started in the same place, but witches went down a path that worshiped the land that God gave to man instead of worshiping God himself. Taken too far down the path, it became a diversion from Nature, something selfish and forceful. 

That terrible power was the thing that Nynomath cultivated in mages. Those who could not or would not be trained in the ways of bending Nature to subvert the will of God were sent into battle as human shields. To erupt with terrible magic when a death blow from their fellow countrymen landed. 

The Lightning King saved Ammar when he cut Nynomath off from the witches. Nynomath’s advantage on the battlefield ebbed without Ammar’s witches to pad out their ranks. Their king saved his witches from enslavement. He saved their families from the pain of slaying their kin on a battlefield. As cruel as it was to burn witches of Ammar at the stake, at the very least, they died in their homeland. 

But was that really better? Anryn wondered. Maybe Griff was right to challenge the witch laws. Anryn had never had the nerve to ask his father why some other judgment couldn’t be passed. 

He remembered with sharp, vivid detail how the witch of Dorland had looked at Anryn when the executioner put the torch to the logs at his feet. He wasn’t menacing or mean-looking. Nothing like a brigand. The witch wept at the stake while he burned. He only screamed his spell the moment the assassin stabbed Anryn in the back. 

He didn’t deserve to die, Anryn thought.

Guilt weighed the prince down. Anryn stayed under the water. Stubbornly waiting to see what would happen if he tempted God and Nature. He would stay there, he decided, until he ran out of air. And if he met the witch in Hell, he would apologize.

The thought of dying just then appealed to Anryn. It would deprive his assassins the satisfaction of killing him. Let God and Nature be the ones to kill the Prince of Ammar. Hadn’t they been the ones to betray him with a body that was not what it should have been? That was somehow less than? 

His head throbbed and his lungs ached. Still he stayed under, feeling the pressure build in his chest, his throat. Soon, he would open his mouth out of reflex, spasming as his body betrayed him yet again. If he swallowed water instead of air when that happened, he would die. 

The roar of his blood filled Anryn’s ears. It reminded him of the tornado. Now Anryn felt real regret for his sins. He was sorry that he hadn’t refused to pronounce the sentence. He hadn’t been brave enough to spare the witch. Wasn’t brave enough to risk his father’s disappointment.

Yes—let the assassin come to Java, Anryn thought. Let him find my broken body floating here where God left all His disappointing children. 

Lifting his head, preparing for the spasm, Anryn opened his eyes under the water. The flat underside of the water formed a mirror. 

The prince saw her in it. 

It was the body she would have had if God and Nature hadn’t thwarted each other. Lithe instead of gawky, with high, round breasts. Wide in the shoulders and narrow at the hips. She had so much hair. Between her legs, under her arms, and streaming from her head. Black and shining.

It was the only time Prince Anryn had ever looked at himself and thought that he was beautiful. Everything in her body fit together, each line and curve in its exact place—never too short, too long, too something. Anryn was starved for this feeling of contentment. He hadn’t known until then just how badly.

Oh, she’s about to die, Anryn thought. Still under the water, drowning, he realized almost too late that killing himself would kill her. Panic gripped him—it was too late, too late to kick off from the bottom and come up for air. Grief, white-hot like the cramp that seized his lungs, choked him. Hot water swept down Anryn’s throat.

Then, Maertyn was there. He jumped into the water. As if in slow motion, the ripples slowly dissolved the Anryn in the reflection. Maertyn’s arms looked aged and wrinkled to Anryn’s eyes, but they were strong and solid as he wrapped them around Anryn and lifted the prince from the water. 

Lying on the grassy bank of the sheltered spring, Anryn sucked down air in shallow, ragged gasps. When he shut his eyes, he still Saw the afterimage of herself behind his eyelids. 

“You see?” Maertyn said, standing over him. “I told you that I could See someone trying to kill you—if they were in the room with you.”
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CHAPTER 13
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The first thing that Ciamon Caelt did to help Beatrice was to recall Aunt Alys to Lord Gruffydd’s mansion. The old woman hadn’t gone very far, only just to a friend’s house in the outskirts of Mahaut, anticipating the wedding and the glorious public feasts that would come with it. With an auntie there to act as chaperone for Beatrice, Ciamon reset the bone in her ankle himself.

“Bite down on this,” he said, and held out a cylinder of wood wrapped in silk. It smelled sweet and tasted faintly of cinnamon. Beatrice chomped on it while clinging to Riccardo’s arm. With Aunt Alys standing at his shoulder, sniffing with reproof when Ciamon touched Beatrice’s leg, the man examined her ankle, then gave it a short, sharp tug. 

“Fuck me,” Beatrice swore, the cylinder falling out of her mouth.

Aunt Alys hissed in disapproval at her outburst. Ciamon and Riccardo both laughed at it. Beatrice’s face flushed with embarrassment, but she was so relieved to have it over that she couldn’t care what words came out of her mouth. 

“That’s the worst of it, I promise,” said Ciamon. He brought out long linen bandages and wrapped her leg. “Keep this elevated on a pillow when you rest in bed. For the first few days, stay off it completely. Then try to put a little weight on it.”

“Are you a doctor?” Riccardo asked.

“No, but I’ve tended wounds at the garrisons Gruffydd keeps for His Majesty,” Ciamon said. “The border with Nynomath is mostly quiet, but men get hurt all the time, falling off horses or tripping on rocks.”

“Do I really have to stay off it for days?” Beatrice asked. “I’ve been so bored already waiting for the prince to come home.” 

“Well, we must think of things to amuse you,” Ciamon said. 

Riccardo carried Beatrice down the stairs to the great hall for supper with Aunt Alys. Beatrice peeked at Ciamon from over his shoulder. He caught her eye and smiled before stepping off on the second floor to go to Rocheter’s library. Riccardo puffed with the effort of carrying her the rest of the way down. 

“I can’t understand how you went five days without eating and still weigh this much,” her brother complained. 

“Shut up, Dick,” Beatrice said. Glad that Ciamon wasn’t there to hear. 

Riccardo left Beatrice in the dining room, closing the pocket door to the antechamber so that the ladies could dine without the veils. 

The old woman fairly ripped the thing from her head when she was sure that Dick was gone. A few pins scattered from her steel-gray hair. She plucked them from her lap and held them between her teeth while she gathered the strings of her bangs out of her face. 

“Blessed be the Lord our God for a fine feast at a table without men!” she muttered around the pins in her mouth. 

When Aunt Alys was once again neatly coifed, she reached into a pocket and took out a small black Bad-Luck doll. She pressed it at Beatrice. 

“I am sorry for your troubles, my dear. I heard it was quite the fall at Lady Teqwyn’s! Unlucky... Here, keep the Winze under your pillow. He’ll trick the Devil into plaguing him instead!” 

Beatrice accepted the doll graciously. It was not as fine as the ones she’d seen at the market—it looked to be smeared with soot rather than made from ebony. But the glass shards for the eyes were painted green. 

The same color as Ciamon’s, she thought, unbidden. She quickly put the doll away and tucked into her first proper meal. 

Aunt Alys ate voraciously for such a small woman. Three buttered rolls, two fried chicken legs, and a whole cheese pie vanished from the serving platter before Beatrice had so much as managed to finish a cup of wine. 

Aunt Alys smacked her lips and sighed. “Oh, it’s good to eat at a fine table again. I haven’t dined like this since my husband passed away nearly a decade ago!”

“You live alone, Auntie?” Beatrice said.

“I live where my nephew sends me. Widows own no property. But my nephew tends to my comfort well enough and sends fine young men like Caelt to see to my needs. He’s a big one, isn’t he? Looking after all the horses when he was only thirteen, and even then he was nearly six feet tall!”

“When was that, lady?” Beatrice asked. She glanced at the pocket door; with it shut, she had no way of knowing whether he was still there in Gruffydd’s house.  

“Oh... twelve? No—ten years since he came into the house. It was when the summer plague swept the valley. Carried off half the household—my husband, the second late Lady Gruffydd... It would have taken little Griff, too. Ciamon came to the house to help get us back on our feet.”

Beatrice filed this information away. Ciamon was younger than she’d thought. Just two years older than Riccardo! It made him seem less ugly to Beatrice. 

The next day, Ciamon came to visit her and Aunt Alys again. True to his word, he brought things to amuse her: fresh-cut flowers, the shoe she’d left behind at the disaster of Lady Teqwyn’s dance, and armfuls of books from Gruffydd’s library at his other home.

“I’ve read all these,” Beatrice complained when he laid them out for her. 

It came out more plaintive than she’d intended. She was still irritable from the pain in her ankle, unable to sleep more than a few hours before the throbbing ache woke her.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Ciamon said. He ignored her childishness. “I will bring you some from Gruffydd’s other house this afternoon. Is there something that you would like to read? Cookbooks, something about gardening...?”

“I like fairy tales,” Beatrice admitted. Embarrassed, she tried to think of more sophisticated reading material to ask for. “And... the histories of great naval battles. If you have any of Holdings’s anthologies on the lost islands of Nynomath, I would love to read them. My father only had the third book in the series in his study.”

Ciamon raised his eyebrows. One of them had a scar, like the kind Beatrice saw on sailors who gambled on fistfights. “You must be very good at languages if you can read Holdings.”

“Oh, yes,” Beatrice said, eager to assert her worldliness. “I speak four languages and can read six. Mother said it was fit for a future queen to be well-read.” 

Beatrice stopped, surprised to hear herself chattering to Ciamon about these things. The truth was, she missed Riccardo’s company. Her brother spent nearly all of his time with Gruffydd or shut up in the library. 

Ciamon Caelt wasn’t family, but hadn’t the Duke told them to adopt local customs? To ingratiate themselves in Ammar? Beatrice told herself that it was appropriate to talk with Ciamon. After all, her host trusted him. Surely there was no harm in a little conversation. Aunt Alys was only ten steps away, sleeping off her fried chicken in the next room. 

Ciamon seemed happy to talk with Beatrice. He came to visit again that same afternoon, bringing the armfuls of books she’d asked for. He sat with her while she read and paged through a few of the books himself, sometimes asking her to read him a word or a phrase to test her knowledge of the language. Laughing when she corrected his pronunciation of foreign words. 

“I’m saying it right—‘p-e-n’ is what I said,” Ciamon insisted. He held up the dip pen Beatrice used for writing to her mother. “Everyone in Bocce calls it that.”

“No, you said ‘pin,’ ” Beatrice laughed. She picked up one of her broaches and showed him the stick pin on the back of it. “Like this? This is what you said in Boccean. I heard it!”

Ciamon laughed, and Beatrice thought that it made his nose look less crooked.

“Let’s see how that ankle is today,” Ciamon suggested. “Will you try to stand? Put a little weight onto it?”

Beatrice cringed at the suggestion. The swelling was down, but her ankle still ached with a cold burn that pulsed into her foot. Each throb reminded her of the moment she heard the crack—of Queen Eva’s hidden smirk and hidden hair. Beatrice would not say any of this to Ciamon. She did not want to look weak in front of him, and she did not want to admit that she knew the Queen dyed her hair. 

“Come on,” Ciamon coaxed when she did not answer. “I’ll tell you what... if you can walk on my arm back and forth across the room, I’ll bring you a surprise tomorrow.”

Ciamon offered his hand. When he smiled, Beatrice didn’t notice his protruding lower lip. She twitched her veil away from her hand and reached for his. 

Ciamon helped her back and forth across the room, one hand under each of her elbows to support her weight. When the dull ache in her ankle flared into a sharp pain, she squeezed his hand. He let her stop while she gasped, biting her lips against the pain. 

“It hurts as bad as all that?” he asked.

At the gentleness in his voice, Beatrice felt herself dissolving. Hot, shameful tears rushed out of her eyes into the gauze of her veil. 

She would look so pathetic on her wedding day, limping into the church. She might even need to be carried. If that happened, Beatrice could not even wear the floor-length veil with the long train she’d brought from Sanchia. Bitter irony that she had not even wanted to wear the veil of Ammar in the first place—and wept now that the possibility was taken from her. 

“I’m sorry,” Beatrice sniffled when she was calmer. She pressed her veil against her nose to catch the dribble from her nostrils. “I don’t... I don’t think I can dance at my wedding...” 

Ciamon was quiet, letting her cry. When her breathing steadied, he said, “Perhaps... the wedding could be postponed until your leg is healed. Would that make you feel better?”

Beatrice bit back her first reply—No!—not wanting to sound like a child. She struggled for the words to tell him how she felt. Waiting this long was the main source of her suffering. Delaying the wedding any longer would start her marriage off on literally the wrong foot. 

“Sanchia and Ammar are counting on me to be married,” Beatrice said, finally. “As soon as Prince Anryniel returns to Mahaut. Even if I have to be carried to the altar on my brother’s shoulders, I am getting to that church.” 

Beatrice pulled her wet veil from her head. Not caring if the sight of her face scandalized him. She saw a black stain on the silk and reached into her pocket to take out the Bad-Luck doll Aunt Alys had given her.

“Damn this cheap thing,” Beatrice said. She tossed it on the floor. 

Ciamon stared at the doll on the ground. His face darkened. “Well... I suppose it won’t be long now. He’s expected here by the end of the week.” 

For a moment, Beatrice worried that he looked away to avoid the sight of her face. She bit her lip to stop herself from crying, willing her eyes to stop watering, her nose to stop running. She wanted him to look at her again. 

After a moment, Ciamon rewarded her with what she desired. He looked into her face, his brows knitted with concern, and said, “You should rest. I’ll have some special tea brought up for you to drink to help with the pain. Tomorrow, I will bring you that surprise.” 

The drink he sent was a strong tea, flavored with anise and sugar to cover the bitter pain killing herbs brewed with it. Beatrice drank it down, and laid her head on her pillow. She prayed to wake up at home in Sanchia. 

Beatrice dreamed of the wedding. Her ankle ached terribly, each throb of pain piercing the fabric of her dream like a threaded needle going through cloth. Hands wrapped around her, steadying her. They were not Prince Anryniel’s, but Ciamon Caelt’s.

The sweetness of their touch lingered when she woke. 

“Fuck,” she said. Her brilliant plan to fall deeply in love with her husband was ruined. Had the Queen of Ammar planned that as well?
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CHAPTER 14
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Maertyn brought Anryn to his warm little room on the ground floor. After hauling the prince nearly a mile uphill along the slippery rocks back to the governor’s house, he was too tired to go all the way up the stairs to Anryn’s room on the second floor. 

Besides which, all the liquor he’d acquired at Java was in his room. Maertyn was still amazed that there was such a place where you could ask someone to bring you bottles of whiskey in bed. They even brought it to him on trays with vases of flowers for decoration. Maertyn thought that when Anryn woke up, she might need a drink. 

If she ever wakes up, he thought. 

The prince’s breathing was shallow and ragged. Her body was limp and cold in Maertyn’s arms. The waters of Java wounded Anryn deep inside, somewhere that Maertyn couldn't reach to Weave whole for her. She would have to do that on her own. 

Maertyn hoisted Anryn up higher in his arms so that he would not knock over the bottles on trays scattered throughout his room. He stepped around them and managed to dump Anryn onto the bed without upsetting any. To reward himself, Maertyn picked up one of the half-empty ones and climbed in beside her to wait. 

He drank, and he brooded. 

Java was too much like Nynomath. The stone buildings with the rounded tops looked exactly like the Great Dome, where he’d been enslaved. Even the water outside brought back memories of the Sight pools where mages knelt and schemed over what they Saw in that poisoned water. Some of these memories were Maertyn’s own, from the time he’d spent under the Dome. The rest came from the mages he’d murdered, who longed to touch the water in those pools again. 

Ghosts weren’t real. The Church said so, the mages said so. Everyone alive knew they were just parts of fairy stories meant to frighten children and distract bored wives. Yet Maertyn knew the voices in his head weren’t just the memories of his time in Nynomath. There was something more to them. Something heavier that pushed at him now, without him even needing to reach for it. 

All around him in Java, there was light. The place was what mages called a Source. A rare place from which a mage might draw power beyond their own and See far into the future or the past. A holy place, made twice sacred by the legends that Ammarish priests wove into Java when they painted its walls and cleaned debris from its springs. 

The water that ran in the pools and through the pipes of the house glowed with that vitality. The power hidden in the water pulsed throughout Java, begging for a mage to call it forth or a witch to ignite it. Maertyn closed his eyes, and it was as if he could hear the murdered mages whispering the spells they wanted to say over the water. 

His star is dark... destined to bring misery and woe to all who know him. 

Maertyn glanced at the ground beside the bed. Beneath the rug there was a smear of soot from what had been the Winze doll he found in the room. He’d been drunk when he burned it, but not so drunk that he forgot to hide the stain. 

He picked up another bottle from a tray on the floor and drank the mages’ voices away. All through the day and well into the night, he drank. Every so often, he looked at Anryn’s head pressed against the pillow beside him to make sure she still breathed. 

In the small hours of the morning, she stirred and rolled toward Maertyn. Saw him with a bottle in his hands.

“What is that?” she asked, her voice hoarse from the water she’d choked on. 

“I think gin?” Maertyn said, taking another swig from the bottle to remember its flavor—juniper and salt. “Professor Lawson said that it keeps away fevers, but I do not believe him.”

“That’s not the Four Wolves I gave to you,” the prince complained, rubbing her face. 

“I told you, I am saving that for your wedding,” Maertyn said.

“My wedding,” Anryn echoed. Her eyes were all the way open now, and she stared at the ceiling. Maertyn could see that she was thinking. In a way, trying to Weave herself back together.

“This isn’t my room,” the prince said. 

“This one they gave to me,” Maertyn said. “They said it was for priests.”

“Why would you bring me back here? My room is bigger,” Anryn demanded, sitting up. He lifted the covers and then pulled them back over his legs. “Where is the robe that I was wearing?” 

“You took it off in the spring. Do not get mad at me. You want a drink?” Maertyn asked. He wiped the head of the bottle with his sleeve and tried to hand it to her.

“Maertyn, I am not drinking from a shared bottle like a peasant in an alleyway...” Anryn stopped and looked all around the room, her eyes going wide. “What are those lights in the walls?”

Maertyn followed the line of her eyes. Then he looked back into her face. He stared at her eyes and recognized the growing and shrinking of her pupils as her eyes fought to focus on two things at once. 

“You can See them,” Maertyn said. 

His heart sank. Java’s waters hadn’t just injured Prince Anryn. They’d awaked the Sight in her—the seam torn open by her brush with death in the water. Maertyn cursed, his breath heavy with sorrow and dread. 

He pushed the gin at her. “Drink this and listen to me: You need to be more careful now. Your sword will not help you anymore.”

The prince’s hands shook as she took the bottle from it. Anryn did not even flinch when she drank it down. The sting of it helped her eyes to focus. She looked at him and seemed as lost as she had when they first met on the mountain. 

“You saved my life. Again. So... I suppose I owe you another bottle of something nice,” she said.

“I was only doing what you told me to, Your Highness,” Maertyn sighed. He wished that Anryn could See into him, to know all the terrible things he had to say without him having to tell her. “I do not want you to die.” 

“Well, you don’t need to worry,” Anryn said. “I promise not to kill myself. That was stupid... an ill humor. I won’t do it again.”

Maertyn was baffled. Why would Anryn try to comfort him when she was the one who needed it, now more than ever? Maertyn didn’t want to say the words aloud. He did not trust himself with them. He would rage, he would scream. Then Anryn would try even harder to comfort him because it was her nature.

He tried, anyway. He owed her that much.

“Anryn, I am not worried about what you will do to yourself. I am worried about something worse,” Maertyn said. “They are coming, now. The mages. Maybe they were the ones coming for you before... But that was only to kill you. Now they will come to take you to Nynomath. Like they did to me.”  

Anryn stared at him. “But Professor Lawson said... That doesn’t make sense. Why kidnap me? Why not just kill me here in Java?”

“Because now you can See,” Maertyn said. “They will want you to go to the Dome.” 

Anryn jerked as though he’d slapped her. She snarled, “Not another word. How dare you accuse me of witchcraft. I thought you said that I was under a curse like yours!”

“Your curse only made you a man. It did not change anything else,” Maertyn said. The voices were back in his head, clamoring, now screaming the prayers used to bind a wild witch. “You can See, now, can’t you? When you look at yourself, can you See your body the way that it looked when I showed you in the mirror?”

Anryn hesitated. Then pointed a finger at the far wall, commanding Maertyn to look away. 

He blushed and obeyed. He knew that the boy’s body would still be there, but he remembered that other Anryn in the mirror. Maertyn always found himself very shy around pretty women. 

Behind him, he heard Anryn grind her teeth. 

“Can you See now?” Maertyn asked without turning to look around. 

“She’s there, but... So am I. Like... doubled vision from when you hit your head,” the prince reported. 

“Do you See a mark anywhere on your skin?” Maertyn asked. “The place where they carved the curse? It would have been written on you over many months. If they do it too fast, you die. It must have been when you were young if you do not remember.” 

“No. No, I don’t remember anything like that,” Anryn said. “And this happened to you? This is the reason you can’t die?”

“Do you want to See mine?” Maertyn asked. 

Maertyn didn’t turn around, but stood up from the bed. He lifted his shirt, showing his back to Anryn. With the Sight, she would be able to see the long lines even in the dark. Nine vertical chains of characters ran from his shoulder to his hips. Maertyn had never seen the tattoo for himself. But he could feel each line of it so keenly, he could have scratched them in the dirt with his finger. 

He heard Anryn rise from the bed. Then felt her cool, strong fingers tracing the lines along his shoulders, following the letters down his shoulder blades. 

“Can you read it?” he asked her. 

“Most of it,” she said. “It’s Nynomathian. Formalized speech, repeating itself three times. Whereas, in perpetuity, abiding... Contract language. It’s incomplete.”

“Because I killed them before they could finish writing it,” Maertyn said. He pushed his shirt down, shrugging off her hands.  

“So. The mages want to take me to Nynomath,” said Prince Anryn. “What happens there?”

“They feed you poisons, show you things, and ask you questions. It does not matter how you answer or if you vomit up everything that they give you. They will not let you leave. There is a staircase—it goes on forever. If you reach the top before you die, you’re under the Dome. They chain you up and start to carve.”

Now Maertyn was ranting, the angry sound of his voice bouncing off the walls full of holy water. His whole body shook, remembering the nine mages standing there at the top of the infernal stairs. Their voices were in his head now, screaming the words they said to him when he arrived in the chamber under the Dome. That this was his fate, and he deserved no better. 

His star is dark... Misery and woe... That tiny mage standing over him. In her high, clear voice. The little black stick men with shards of glass sticking out of them. 

“Maertyn.” Anryn rested a hand on his shoulder and repeated his name. The prince's voice drowned out the voices of mages. Her hand on his shoulder steadied him. 

Maertyn’s eyes stung with tears. What had he done to deserve a friend like her? What had Ammar done to deserve a prince like her? Maertyn decided then, with violence, that he would kill whatever mage came to take Anryn to Nynomath. 
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CHAPTER 15

[image: image]


Ciamon Caelt’s gift to Beatrice arrived: a beautifully carved wooden sedan chair borne aloft by two of Gruffydd’s valets. The exterior was painted in the red of Ammar, but the sigils on the side were the blue dolphins of Sanchia. The windows on all sides were worked with collapsing slats of light balsa wood that could be drawn open and shut with clever little strings of braided leather. Inside, Beatrice saw that the padded seat was made of tufted leather, wonderfully soft to the touch, with a delicate fringe of silk dyed her favorite shade of lavender. 

“Someone told me that you are fond of lavender,” Ciamon said. He carried her to the chair and placed her on the seat. 

Beatrice flared. What business did Riccardo have talking to this man about her tastes? The man was practically a stranger! 

“It’s too much,” Beatrice said. 

She knew she should decline the gift. She was sure that it was paid for by Gruffydd and that she and Riccardo had already exhausted the reserves of his hospitality. But—it was so very lovely, and it was a way out of the house. So she let Ciamon help her to shift into position and close the door for her. 

Before she lowered the blinds over the window, she leaned out and asked Ciamon, “What other embarrassing things did my brother tell you about me?” 

Ciamon smiled and said nothing. Beatrice closed the blinds, feeling a thrill in her stomach as the chair was lifted by the valets and carried down the street. 

The sedan chair carried her back to the battlegrounds she’d abandoned: the gardens, the church, the market, the promenade outside of the palace. Beatrice peeked out from behind the blinds and saw people stopping in the streets to stare at the chair as it passed. Sedan chairs were not common in Ammar, where men and women preferred to walk everywhere under their own power. In Sanchia, they were often used by great ladies on hot days when they wanted to avoid the traffic of men and horses in the streets. 

Beatrice smiled, feeling a little more like a great lady as her chair swayed gracefully past people who stopped to stare. She let her hand stretch out from beneath the blinds to wave at them as she passed. 

There were new faces to look at in Mahaut. Throughout the weeks that dragged by awaiting the Prince, visitors from all over the world flocked to Ammar for a chance to see the wedding. Beatrice saw so many women with uncovered faces in the streets, in all the colors of the known world. They wore their cultures. Tassel earrings, painted moles, box braids woven with colored beads. Beatrice even saw the studs-and-hoops of Sanchia glittering under feathered hats.

Ciamon escorted her all around Mahaut, well beyond the inner ring of the fine houses to which Riccardo and Beatrice had been confined for nearly two months. Beatrice saw churches constructed on nearly every street corner, all teeming with men and women. The chair carried her past rows of low-slung houses in lesser neighborhoods where the roofs were covered in thatch rather than tile. Beatrice was surprised to see so many open spaces left between houses. Wild grass grew here around squat stone water fountains. Women brought their laundry to the basins while their children played on the grass.

“Fire lanes,” Ciamon explained. “In a city made of wood, it’s common to find building ordinances requiring so much open space between neighborhoods. Prevents the spread of flames were one of these homes to catch fire.”

Beatrice listened with rapt attention. Ciamon explained more of Mahaut to her than she’d been able to learn on her own. Especially when she was not free to walk around without a man to escort her. Ciamon walked along beside the chair, directing the bearers to take Beatrice down whichever street she asked until the sun went down.

Then Ciamon walked her back into the house and waited, dutifully, until Riccardo came home from daily councils to help Beatrice back up to bed. The next day, Ciamon returned with the chair and coaxed Beatrice into limping the ten steps from the house to climb into it on her own. 

“You see? You’ll be dancing in no time,” Ciamon said, shutting the door to the sedan chair. 

Beatrice smiled at him, though he could not see it behind her veil. She closed the blinds. 

Ciamon let Beatrice explore all over the markets from the safety of the chair. He bought for her, with his own money, some fresh-baked bread, some handspun hard candies wrapped in colored paper, and even a little wooden comb carved in the shape of a snake that she admired. He would have bought her a silver brooch, too, all lined with turquoise, but Beatrice managed to refuse this gift.

“The Queen would not like it,” she protested. 

“She must be very particular,” Ciamon said, putting his coin back in the pouch on his belt. “I’ve never met a woman who did not like things that sparkled.”

“You’ve never met Queen Eva?” Beatrice asked. 

“Lord Gruffydd keeps me very busy at the border. I only came to Mahaut to help with preparations for the wedding,” he said. He rubbed his chin and asked, suddenly, “Do you look forward to being married, my lady? Not the wedding, I mean, but... the actual marriage?”

Beatrice sat back against the padded seat. Her heart pounded. The question was innocent enough, but she felt as if her answer could send the sedan chair over the edge of a cliff. 

“All girls do,” she said, barely loud enough for him to hear over the traffic in the streets. 

The sedan chair began to sway again, back to Gruffydd’s mansion. Beatrice must’ve eaten too much of the candy, for now the motion of the chair nauseated her. She declined to take supper with Aunt Alys and let Ciamon carry her straight to her bed.

When she watched Ciamon go, she saw his shoulders dip. It sent Beatrice’s churning stomach into her throat, and she called out after him before he could reach the top of the stairs.

“Will you come again tomorrow?” she asked.

Ciamon glanced back over his shoulder at her. “If you’d like.” 

Beatrice lay back on her pillow, her head spinning. With a pang, she realized she had quite forgotten to think of Prince Anryniel at all that day. 

***
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BEATRICE’S FRUSTRATION with her prince’s delay rekindled when the sons of the other great lords came to call on her. Escorted by their sisters, the young lords presented themselves to Beatrice one by one as they each returned from school to the capital. She hoped Prince Anryniel might be among them—perhaps sneaking into her company disguised as heroes in fairy tales sometimes did. From behind her veil, she peered at each new son carefully, looking for anything about them that could be described as scrawny. 

“My lady, please meet my brother Jacob,” said Sarah, Lady Tommasi’s eldest daughter. With Gruffydd’s son still not returned, he took precedence over the other sons who came to visit her. 

Jacob Tommasi was not scrawny at all. Though not yet fully grown at only sixteen, he already looked to be on his way toward growing into a bearlike figure, with wide, hunched shoulders and a thick beard that stretched down his throat. Despite his size, he tried to hide behind Sarah after his bow and muttered his pleasantries to Beatrice’s feet. 

Sarah’s sigh ruffled her veil. “My brother asks how does your ankle feel, lady? He heard about your fall at Lady Teqwyn’s dance...”

Beatrice winced. She could expect that talk would spread about her injury, but she did resent having it brought up. She forced her response through gritted teeth, “He’s so kind to ask. It fares much better.”

Jacob seemed almost grateful to slink off to Gruffydd’s library, where Riccardo lounged with the other sons after they made their appearances. 

The sons of Teqwyn visited next. Twin boys, both at school in Amwarren. They had no sister to escort them, so their mother made their introduction. Lady Teqwyn fussed about them both before she would let them bow to Beatrice, making sure that Jareth’s collar was straight and that Idris kept his curls tucked under his hat. They both greeted Beatrice with warm, open smiles. 

“My lady is more beautiful than the papers say,” said one of them. Beatrice would have to make it a point to learn to tell the two apart. 

“You’re too kind,” she murmured. She wanted to say, This is just powder and embroidery—you should see me without my veil! She wondered whether the lip colors she’d brought from home would spoil before she had the chance to wear them again. She didn’t dare apply too much underneath a veil, lest it stain. 

Last came Mayelor’s sons, Caden and Bryn. Caden had graduated from Amwarren University the previous year, and Bryn was two years behind Prince Anryniel. Beatrice studied them carefully from beneath the rim of her veil as she nodded to them graciously. Their sister, Little Mari Mayelor, was far younger than both—she lisped their introduction through a loose baby tooth, and her veil slipped off her head where her pins fell out.

Beatrice smiled warmly at the girl and gestured her over to help pin it back up. She thought she saw an appreciative quirk to Caden Teqwyn’s mouth as he watched Beatrice help his little sister. As he climbed up the stairs with his brother, she thought she heard him say, “It’ll be nice to have a new Queen...”

The day dragged on into evening, and Beatrice ran out of sons to meet. Out in the streets, she could hear the sounds of festivity—music and laughter, and the crunch of gravel underfoot as people walked up and down the street outside Gruffydd’s mansion on their way to parties. With all the sons coming home, nearly every house that night had something planned to celebrate. 

Beatrice felt a little sorry for Gruffydd. From the dining room, she watched the man come into his house. She saw how he greeted the sons as they came down from his library. He shook their hands, clapped them on the shoulders. Then, when their sisters took leave of Beatrice, Gruffydd sent them on their way back to their fathers. 

He stood in the doorway to his mansion and watched them go. After a moment, he turned to go back upstairs. For the briefest instant, his eyes met Beatrice’s. She thought they shone a little more brightly in the lamplight than they should have.

He misses his son, Beatrice thought. He’s as impatient as I am for this wedding. 
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THE ONE PLACE CIAMON Caelt would not escort Beatrice was to church. Riccardo accompanied the sedan chair instead, now bearing Aunt Alys squeezed in beside Beatrice. Beatrice kept the blinds closed and dreaded the sight of the Queen and her ladies. 

“It’s stuffy in here,” the old woman complained. 

The church was even stuffier, twice as crowded as Beatrice remembered. Ammarish men and women from all over the country packed in for the service that day, barely leaving enough room for people to move their arms. Beatrice even spied a few foreigners among the congregation, politely gawking at the religious service. 

At first, it seemed like Mahaut tolerated these exotic visitors. But the chilly season forced them into close quarters with one another for longer than they’d planned on. Going on eight weeks with still no wedding, resentment simmered. Beatrice could feel it in the church that day. It was not lost on her that the sermons they heard that week were devoted to lectures on sin and sinfulness, and how women drew it into the world. How women plucked feathers from the wings of God’s angels to adorn their hair.

The priests must be seeing the feathered hats, too, Beatrice thought. 

The tension spilled into the streets after the service. Shouts rang out from somewhere down the street as Beatrice let Riccardo and Aunt Alys help her limp out of the church. From her vantage point at the top of the steps, Beatrice saw a flurry of motion near two carriages attempting to pass one another. They’d collided, and now the passengers were brawling in the street. She recognized a Hellion of Hellachrae in his striped tunic as he tore the veil off an Ammarish woman’s head. 

Beatrice’s body went rigid with outrage. She’d have stabbed a man who did that to her! She would have marched down the steps and slapped the man across the face right then if her ankle hadn’t been broken.  

“Can you imagine?” Aunt Alys huffed when they were safely back at the mansion. “The nerve! On a service day, right outside the church! I’d chalk it up to a mage’s enchantment, that’s what. Outrage on a woman’s body? You’ll always find a mage involved.”

Later, Riccardo told her that the Hellion had been arrested and lost a hand for the assault. The woman received a lashing for bearing her head in public.

“But it wasn’t her fault,” Beatrice protested. “We both saw it. You know what the Hellions are like! The man was probably drunk. And she gets lashed for it?”

Riccardo shrugged, helpless. “I just wanted to warn you—pin that thing to your head. Glue it if you have to. Gruffydd pleaded for clemency, and they gave the woman three lashes instead of twelve. You’ve got to be careful, Bea.” 

Beatrice wanted to do something, anything, to help the women of Ammar. Their ways were backward, they were stuffy and clannish. Their Queen was a hypocrite who dyed her hair. Even so, they were as much God’s children as anyone. Beatrice thought that they should be entitled to beautiful things and the safety to walk down the streets wearing as much or as little as they pleased. 

At this, Beatrice sighed. The best that she could do for the women of Ammar was to marry their prince. A wedding was the only thing that would ease the tension in Mahaut. So she went back to waiting, flipping through the books Ciamon had brought to her while trying not to think of Ciamon. 

Beatrice was roused from a deep sleep by the sounds of shouts in the street. It was hours before dawn, the sky outside her window a thin gray veil. Far below in the streets, she could hear the sound of horses’ hooves over the cobblestones. They grated against the noise of the shouts.

It was still bitter cold, but she pushed the window pane open. Beatrice listened. She thought these were not the sounds of the citywatch rounding up drunks, but something more purposeful. The tension in the morning air grew as the sun rose. 

From elsewhere in the house, Beatrice heard the slam of a door and hurried footsteps. She gritted her teeth and limped across her room, trying to reach the top of the steps to listen. 

Aunt Alys was already rushing up the stairs toward her, yanking her veil down around her face. She waved Beatrice back. 

“My nephew returns. Go back to your room,” she whispered. “They’ll be locked in the library for a few hours. Then we can sneak down for a late breakfast...” 

“What’s happened? Is it news?” Beatrice asked.

“Do you think they would tell a widow like me, girl? Whatever it is, it will come to us in time. Now, go back to your room!” Aunt Alys said.

Beatrice limped back to bed, seething. Aunt Alys stood between her and the stairs—blocking her from going down to see if Riccardo had come back to the house with Lord Gruffydd. Or with Ciamon. 

Beatrice sat on the edge of her bed, waiting for one of them to come up or to send for her. The hours dragged by and only a valet came up, bearing a lunch tray for her and one for Aunt Rocheter. Far below, the front door to the house continued to open and shut—the men coming and going freely while the sounds from the street grew louder and angrier. 

Beatrice waited until night fell and she could hear Aunt Alys snoring. Then she inched slowly, painfully down the stairs, biting her lip to keep from crying out when the pain shot up her leg. She made it all the way to the second floor before she heard another door slam close by. Beatrice leaned over the railing and saw Riccardo coming out of Gruffydd’s library.

“What are you doing here?” she hissed. “Have you been here all day long?”

Riccardo startled and nearly fell down the stairs. He looked up and saw Beatrice, and hurried up to meet her on the steps. 

“Oh, I am so sorry, Bea—let me just get my things and hop a boat back to Sanchia... Of course I have been here all day long!” he hissed back at her. “Where else would I be? Council is suspended while the King hears cases brought against rioters in the city. Someone spread the word that the Prince’s coach was not on the road this morning and now they’re saying he’s vanished. There’s rumors of a plot against the Prince’s life.”

Beatrice’s eyes widened. She sat down on the stairs, not trusting her leg to hold her up. “I knew it. That must be the reason he is not already back. He must believe that someone here is lying in wait.” 

“How could you know that—you’ve been sitting here reading books for days,” Riccardo sneered. “The King rounded up some of the foreigners visiting Mahaut for the wedding to have them questioned. Thank God all our knights have already left. He would have had me questioned, too, if Gruffydd hadn’t spoken for me. You have to be careful, Bea—”

“How much more careful could I be?” Beatrice snapped. She gestured at her leg. “I am trapped here.”

“So am I,” Riccardo snapped back. Even in the dark, Beatrice saw the fear in her brother’s face. Not since early childhood had she ever seen him look so afraid. “Bea... I thought this would be a party. I thought that you would be married and I could go home, or stay here to find myself a wife. But... we’ve come to an even more dangerous place than Father realized. If it’s not the war with Nynomath right after the wedding, then it will be war here in Ammar. King Anathas cannot live much longer—and if he has no son to succeed him...”

“Then we go home,” Beatrice said. “Don’t we? That’s what happens if there is no marriage. We get to go home.”

“Only if they let us leave,” Riccardo said. 

***
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CIAMON CAME AGAIN WITH the sedan chair to take Beatrice around Mahaut. By now the crowds were so thick, the furthest they could travel from the palace was the gardens. Gruffydd’s private guards attended them, keeping the worst of the crush well away from the chair so that Beatrice would not be jostled. 

“Let’s see how the ankle is today,” Ciamon said, offering a hand to help Beatrice step from the chair. 

Beatrice winced as she put weight onto her foot. Her ankle and the muscles all around it still ached fiercely. Ciamon’s medicines took the edge off, but Beatrice could make it only a few steps before stopping to breathe through the agony. Her lavender veil fluttered around her face as she exhaled, giving the world a soft purple glow. 

The garden was crowded that day. Both viewing places for ladies were packed eight lines deep, with Ammarish women and ladies from other lands crowding close together to get a look at the flower beds. Gardeners bobbed up and down the dirt lines, replanting new flowers from pots kept in greenhouses outside the city throughout the winter. Beatrice would have liked to see the garden finally filling up with color—but she couldn’t possibly jostle through the crowd on her own. 

“Take me home,” she said to Ciamon, exhausted. 

He saw the disappointment in her face. “Lady, I would take you all the way back to Sanchia if I could. But, alas, the chair doesn’t float.”

Beatrice looked at the ground. She was afraid that if she tried to laugh at his joke, she would burst into tears. Sore and homesick, trapped in a foreign land in a cold gray winter that felt like it would never end. 

“This isn’t like you,” Ciamon said. He lowered his head to look into her eyes. “Beatrice of Sanchia is lively. Bold. Adventurous. The Duke’s eldest daughter to wed the Prince of Ammar and one day become Queen.” 

“Every adventure I have here ends in disaster,” Beatrice said. “I know I cannot pick up a sword and go into battle like my soon-to-be husband. I know that the most important thing I’ll ever do in Ammar is have a son to follow his father onto the Blood Throne. But I... I could do more. Write a law, build a hospital, or...” 

“Stop a war?” Ciamon asked. 

He was looking at her in a new and different way. When Beatrice met his gaze, Ciamon shivered. He stood up straight and looked around. After a moment, he grabbed her hand and put his other arm behind her to help support her weight. 

“I should not do this, but... Come with me,” he said. “There is something I want to tell you.” 

They maneuvered through the crowds surrounding the garden, past the gates to the ladies’ observation decks. Around the side of the wall, where trees hundreds of years old sagged against the wrought iron fence, there were a few clusters of ninebark bush and sweetshrub. It wasn’t close enough to spring for either to flower, but their leaves were lush and thick on the branch. 

Ciamon led Beatrice to a place between two of the bushes, shadowed by a branch, and ducked between them. From the street, the space between the bushes and the fence didn’t look very large. They encircled a small patch of dirt no wider than a closet. Crouching down just a little, Ciamon and Beatrice were well hidden from the road. He held her hand and pulled her close. 

“Everything your brother told you is true,” Ciamon whispered to her. “This is a dangerous place. You’ve heard it in the church, and you’ve seen it in the drawing room. Ammar is a kettle about to boil over.” 

Does he mean a “pot”? Beatrice wondered. She clung to his every word. This moment felt all at once like the intrigue she craved and the fairy tales that she grew up on. Ciamon was holding her hand, staring deeply into her face. Trusting her as no one in Ammar had until that moment. Not even her brother. 

“What can I do?” Beatrice asked. 

“I don’t know,” Ciamon admitted. “Sanchia’s ships will arrive after the wedding, bound for Nynomath. If there is no wedding, then there will be no ships.” 

“Ammar will not attack Nynomath without our navy,” Beatrice agreed, remembering her maps. “But... why would there be no wedding? Even if I run home crying to my mother today, they would cross my name out in the marriage contract and write in one of my sisters’. I am replaceable.” 

“But Prince Anryniel isn’t?” Ciamon asked. An eager look crept into his face.  

Her heart fluttered. For a moment, Beatrice wondered if he might push aside her veil and kiss her. Then, she matched the tone of his voice to the look on his face. It was the same way Duke Cesar smiled at a map when he saw an opening to a port he wanted to plunder.

She felt the flutter in her stomach turn to ice. 

Beatrice let go of Ciamon’s hand. She berated herself for trusting this man who was not family. However kind and gentle he may have been. She was now very aware that they were alone together, hidden from the street. If only she’d had a knife, even a hairpin to stick him with! If Beatrice survived long enough to become Ammar’s Queen, she vowed to start a fashion of wearing sharp jewelry. 

Ciamon watched her face, still eager and intense. She met his eyes and refused to blink. In the shadows, it was hard to read his expression.

“I’d like to go home,” Beatrice said. “Now.” 

Finally, Ciamon let out a breath Beatrice didn’t realize he’d been holding. “Alright. I’ll take you home.” 

He offered her a hand to help her to her feet.

Beatrice hesitated. She knew she couldn’t trust Ciamon now that he’d stolen this secret from her. Yet, she still felt drawn to him. This new sense of danger charged the air between them like the wind before a storm. 

She took his hand and pulled on it as she stood. With a sharp tug, she pressed it against her chest. With both of her hands, she flattened his palm over her heart so that he could feel it beating, even through the fabric of her dress and the veil over it. 

“Swear to me... swear you will not harm Prince Anryniel,” Beatrice said. “Swear it or I will scream. I will scream and scream, and they’ll come running to arrest us. I’ll get a lash or two... but you might lose this hand!” 

Now, she could read his face quite clearly. Saw the stain of red sweeping over his cheeks. Ciamon’s fingers quivered under her hand, pressing against the curve of her breast for a moment before he yanked it back from her as if she’d burned him.

Beatrice drew a breath, preparing to scream.

“Stop!” he hissed. “I... swear. I swear that I won’t hurt the prince!” 

Ciamon ducked out from between the bushes into the street to get away from her. He shook his wrist as if flicking a spiderweb off of his fingers. After a moment, he reached his hand back to help her limp out of the hiding place. 

Beatrice kept hold of his hand all the way back to the sedan chair. Delighted to feel Ciamon’s palms sweat under her fingers. 
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CHAPTER 16
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Anryn waited in the foyer of the governor’s house. The prince paced back and forth as his luggage was brought down the stairs and gathered by the front door. He shuddered to imagine the bill the governor would send to his father for the housing expenses. Between Professor Lawson’s wine and Maertyn Blackfire’s indiscriminate taste for any alcohol, it was likely to be astronomical, even if it was only for a three-day stay.

Griff would have to pay it, Anryn thought. The prince struggled to think of the words to say to his friend. The two had not spoken since the fight in the pool. Anryn had seen him only once, briefly, going into the game room to play cards with the governor.

What can I say to him? He was right all along, Anryn thought. The Prince of Ammar was not who had spent his whole life trying to be. He was a witch—and perhaps not even a he.

“Prince Anryniel?” The prince jerked out of his agonized reverie at the sound of his name. Professor Lawson emerged from his room, carrying a valise tucked with rolls of parchment. “Your Highness, are you feeling well?”

“Professor... Is there any way out of this marriage?” Anryn blurted out. 

He hadn’t planned to say it, but the memory of the woman in the water haunted him. Anryn knew that she was him. Some other part of himself, some road not taken. When the prince imagined her, the long flowing hair, the many curves, he felt his heart hammer. The heavy pulse of it echoed all down his body, even in places where, before, nothing ever stirred. 

Anryn could not say all of this aloud to the professor. It sounded like madness. Or witchcraft. 

Professor Lawson set down his valise and looked at Anryn. The heavy silver brows over his eyes folded down. “Why do you ask this now? Has young Gruffydd said something to you? I know that you are in the midst of an argument, but I would not take to heart any words spoken in jealousy...”

“No, Griff didn’t say anything to me,” Anryn said. Only implied that I wasn’t a man. “Professor, what if... What if I am not physically capable? What if I... what if I can’t... father children?” 

Now the professor’s eyebrows shot up nearly to his hairline. He pressed a hand to his chest as if Anryn’s words hurt his heart. 

The prince’s eyes stung with tears he didn’t dare blink away. He was afraid that witchcraft lurked right behind them. Unable to voice his fear aloud, Anryn balled up his fists at his side and ducked his head in shame.

Professor Lawson spoke to the top of his head, his voice gentle and compassionate: “Your Highness... even a childless man may yet bear a son late in life. Your father did. He reigned for thirty years with no children at all. A king is not king because of his progeny. He is king because of his father.”

“He’s the Lightning King,” Anryn said. “Anything he does the people call good. What will they say about me? That I’m small and scrawny and not worthy of him?” 

“Ah, but Anathas was not always the Lightning King,” Professor Lawson said. “It takes more than lineage to make a great king. It takes allies—chief among them, a worthy wife.”

The professor’s words echoed in Anryn’s head. The word allies repeating itself over and over. The prince unclenched his fists. If he were a witch after all, then Anryn thought that he might have at least one ally he hadn’t counted on before. 

“I’m going to go see if Griff is packed,” Anryn said. 

The prince was halfway up the stairs to the third floor, angling his sword away from the steps to take them two at a time, when Maertyn stumbled out of his room, tipsy. Anryn stopped to meet his eye. 

Maertyn. God must have thrown the man into the prince’s path for some purpose. Anryn could not look at him without picturing the words scrawled down his back in the sharp angular script of Nynomath. Never to die, never to rise... We, the exalted of Mat... Anryn shivered, thinking about Maertyn chained up somewhere while they wrote those words onto him. What did the mages See in him that made them scheme that curse? 

Somewhere far below, a door slammed. Startled, Anryn seized his sword. 

“Anryniel!” Griff shouted from the foyer.

Maertyn leaned over the railing of the staircase to look down. He looked back up at Anryn and shook his head. “No. Not trying to kill you. He wants to kill the governor.”

Anryn tightened his hand around the hilt of his sword. The prince shouted back down the stairs, “What is it, Griff? We’re packing to leave.”

“You have to do something, Anryn. The pig robbed me!” Gruffydd raced up the stairs. His fine clothes were rumpled, and his hair smelled of gin and cigar smoke. “The bastard took my money and he took the witches. He’s going to burn them... without even a trial!”

Anryn felt his heartbeat slow and imagined the wind roaring in his ears. The prince glanced at Maertyn. Professor Lawson climbed the stairs to join them. Anryn glanced from one to the other and then back to Griff. Each of them looked at the Prince of Ammar. He felt their expectant gaze pressing down on him. 

“This is... a gross overreach of the governor’s authority if true, Your Highness,” said Professor Lawson. “Intervention is required. The first step would be to speak with the governor.”

Griff looked at him, his face something between a scowl and a sneer. This was a test for Anryn—of his manhood and their friendship. The prince set his jaw, then relaxed it when he saw Maertyn raise his eyebrows. Anryn would not grind his teeth. 

“I will speak to the governor,” Anryn said. He met Griff’s angry stare. “Not as Count Mercy, but as the Prince of Ammar.” 

Once Anryn had revealed himself, the governor was quick to confess. The witches of Java had been sent east to be burned at the stake. The governor did not want pyres built for them at Java, worried that the construction would delay the reopening of the spa in the spring. Quietly, so as not to disturb the illustrious guests of the spa, the governor had the witches bundled out of town. They were to be burned somewhere in the woods, without rites, without a lord’s sentence, and without even a public scaffold. 

The governor bowed to Anryn over and over, apologizing. “Your Highness. Forgive me. I did not know that a lord was present and able to administer the King’s justice.” 

“Your Highness, this man is a deceiver and faithless,” Griff said to Anryn. “He had no intention of allowing the witches to take the water home. He has kept my money and robbed Your Highness of the King’s justice for the witches of Java. I demand satisfaction. Let me fight him in the street!”

The governor quailed. Anryn did not answer right away. The prince knew that Griff would fight the governor or goad Anryn into dueling the man himself. He also knew that if the prince declined to take any action at all, the witches of Java would be murdered somewhere in the woods. 

“You’re right. It is an injustice,” Anryn said to Griff. He turned back to confront the governor: “Your lordship will return the funds to Lord Gruffydd the Younger and recall the accused witches.”

“They’ve gone, Your Highness,” the governor answered. He wrung his soft hands together and bobbed his head in quick bows as he defended himself. “The witches were caught red-handed throwing flower crowns into the pools early this morning. This was not permitted under the terms of the agreement to take home the waters in their own vessels. It was a clear act of witchcraft!” 

“I don’t know that that’s fair,” Anryn argued. “Flowers fall into the pools all the time and can be dredged just as easily as other debris from the trees. What makes it witchcraft when someone makes a wreath out of them?” 

“Because, Your Highness, they were muttering strange words when they were caught,” the governor complained. 

Griff pulled on Anryn’s arm, whispering to the prince, “Give me leave to challenge him, Ryn. Let me duel him.”

“That might get your money back, but it won’t help the witches,” Anryn whispered back. He thought of the witch of Dorland. He commanded the governor in a voice he hoped sounded like his father’s: “Have our coach brought around with fresh horses. Pack up our luggage in a separate cart and have it sent on ahead to Mahaut. Where were the witches taken?” 
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THE COACH ROCKED AS it tore over the road leading from Java. Without the luggage strapped to the back of it, they made good time. Gruffydd drove while Prince Anryn sat beside him and kept an eye out for the turn off from the road into the woods. He shouted it out when they came to a place where the trees grew thickly together.

Could the fools be thinking of burning witches here? Professor Lawson wondered. The trees here grew far too close together to build a pyre. 

Maertyn Blackfire fell on him as the coach jolted over a rock in the road, knocking the wind from the professor. The smell of gin and whiskey nearly gagged Professor Lawson, and he fretted that one of them might vomit in the enclosed space. The windows on the coach could not open, but he was able to unlatch a door and hold it open a crack, just in case. 

I will see Prince Anryniel to the throne, whatever it takes, the professor vowed. This was a necessary detour, he told himself. While they may be no closer to sussing out the assassin, Prince Anryniel took another step toward the throne intervening in this dispute. Professor Lawson vowed he would see Anryn through the woods, literal and figurative.  

After an hour rattling between trees, they came to a place where the trees thinned into a bald patch of grass beneath an open sky. From the window of the prince’s coach, Professor Lawson could see carriages parked in the clearing. One was stacked with planks and timber, another cart right beside it. Men wearing the mayor’s colors unloaded tools from the second cart, and the professor saw the skeleton of a pyre laid out in the grass. The third cart was a woman’s covered carriage, the back of it latched shut from the outside. The professor could see small hands clinging to the frames of the tiny windows from inside. 

He heard Gruffydd mutter a curse. “The bastard picked only women to burn.”

“Keep one hand on your sword,” Prince Anryn told him. 

His students jumped down from the driver’s bench. Professor Lawson watched them from the window to see what the young men would do, left to their own initiative. He was amused to see that each of them behaved as if he were the hero of some fairy tale. Young Gruffydd played the gallant there to rescue fair maidens, going straight to the covered carriage to reach for the small hands that poked through the window. Prince Anryn played the knight, shouting at the laborers as if he challenged a dragon.

“How dare you,” Professor Lawson heard him shout. “This is my father’s dominion—these women have had no trial and no lord to pronounce their sentence. By what right do you take the King’s justice into your own hands?” 

The professor squinted across the clearing. Only twenty yards at most lay between them, and yet even at that distance, he could see the mayor’s men shifting from foot to foot. Professor Lawson counted eight men—some of them rather rough looking. Prince Anryn must have noticed just how outnumbered he was just then, because he glanced back at the coach. 

For a moment, Professor Lawson thought the prince meant for him to come and intervene—but then Maertyn got up from his seat and jumped down from the coach. Prince Anryn turned back to the laborers as Maertyn came to stand behind him. Now the professor could be sure he saw the mayor’s men draw back, anxious at the size of the prince’s companion. 

Professor Lawson was so intent on watching the scene unfold that he did not notice the coach door swing open behind him. 

“Hello, Haley Lawson.” 

A man slid into the seat across from Professor Lawson. The professor had the vaguest impression of the face—suntanned skin, white teeth. Then the stranger who knew his name uttered a phrase in a foreign language. Numbness struck the professor in the chest. 

A mage! Professor Lawson struggled as the enchantment spread down his legs and his arms. The cry in his throat died as the spell spread to his face, locking it into place. 

The mage uttered another word in his native tongue and ran his hand across his tanned face. Crows' feet sprouted at the eyes, a layer of flesh folded out from the chin. Silver hair whorled from the man’s scalp, and the eyes changed in a blink from brown to Professor Lawson’s own pale blue.

The mage who now wore Professor Lawson’s face lifted a finger and then pointed at the floor of the coach. The professor’s body slid down to the floor, his motions jerky and awkward as he fought to shake the enchantment off. 

“It pains me to harm a fellow dottore,” the mage whispered. Even his voice was an exact copy of the professor’s. “But what happens next, you will not feel. I promise.”

The mage pulled a small sickle knife from the pocket of his copied clothes. Powerless even to close his eyes, Professor Lawson watched the silver blade glitter in the sunlight as the mage leaned down to rest it against his throat.

A moment before the mage could cut him, Maertyn Blackfire ripped open the door to the coach. 

“You,” Maertyn snarled, his face dark with fury. He lunged across the seats. 

Professor Lawson saw the sickle knife flash, and red welled up from Maertyn’s cheek. Maertyn swore and fumbled, trying to pin the smaller man to the seat with both hands. The mage writhed away, shouting. 

Now that Professor Lawson knew to listen for Nynomath’s tongue, he understood the incantation. These words weren’t like the letters he translated. Mages spoke their spells in stilted, formalized speech: “Come wind, come to me and bind his hands to his side...!” 

Maertyn’s hands stayed free. He wrapped one around the mage’s neck and used the other to punch downward. Professor Lawson was horrified to see his stolen visage twisting, breaking apart as Maertyn beat it with his fists. 

“Come tree, fall onto the carriage!” the mage cried.

Outside, Professor Lawson heard the crack and groan of a tree trunk giving. Its branches barely brushed the top of the coach as it crashed to the ground, narrowly missing the coach. 

Inside the cabin, the mage struggled to break Maertyn’s grip. Maertyn started to beat him in the mouth, trying to prevent the mage from uttering another spell. The mage managed one more: “Come fire! Burn him! Burn them all!”

Maertyn, understanding the words just as well as Professor Lawson did, laughed at the mage. 

“That will not work on me,” he said. 

Instead the spell worked around Maertyn Blackfire, Professor Lawson observed. Orange flames sprung up from the curtains, the leather. Smoke filled the cabin. Still lying on the floor of the coach where the mage left him, the professor watched in horror as the flames licked down across the floor of the coach, catching his robes. He couldn’t feel the fire burn him, but he could smell his skin as it started to cook.

The horses scented the smoke and surged in their harness. Professor Lawson bounced hard on the floor when the coach collided with the covered carriage. It was not enough to break the spell that held him, but it did throw off Maertyn’s balance enough for the mage to slip free. 

The mage cried out in natural speech: “Oh God, it’s him. It’s really him... The Winze...!” 

The glass windows of the coach shattered from the heat of the fire. The women screamed as the fire spread to the covered carriage. Professor Lawson could hear Prince Anryn shouting. 

The mage bolted. Maertyn was out the door after him, leaving Professor Lawson on the floor of the burning coach. 

The further the mage got from Professor Lawson, the weaker the spell grew. Until Professor Lawson could feel the flesh in his throat burning. With feeling back in his arms and legs, he fumbled blindly in the smoke, trying to pull himself out of the inferno. 

Hands were on him. Prince Anryn’s face swam into view as he dragged the professor from the fire and rolled his body on the ground, smothering the flames. Dazed, Professor Lawson lay on his side, sipping shallow gasps of air into the raw lining of his airways. 

Prince Anryn turned to the covered carriage, somehow found the latch to the door amidst the thick black smoke. He wrenched it open. The women trapped inside the carriage tumbled out. They tore their veils from their faces and gulped down air between wracked sobs of relief. 

The last thing Professor Lawson managed before fainting was to avert his eyes from their faces out of respect.
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ANRYN RAN HEADLONG after Maertyn Blackfire into the woods, leaving Professor Lawson and the witches of Java behind with barely a second thought. 

His lungs ached, his head pounded, and the awful smell of burned flesh clung to his nose. It felt like Dorland all over again. He told himself this time was different, that he was not the one fleeing like a wounded animal. 

Anryn held the sheath of his sword to his side and picked up his pace. Desperate to catch up to Maertyn.  

At first, he intended to search with only the two eyes his mother gave to him. Yet the temptation to use the Sight was powerful. The trees pressed in around Anryn, smothering the sunlight. He squinted through the shadows at the ground underfoot and hoped to pick out trampled bits of grass or broken twigs, some sign that Maertyn had run this way. 

When he strained too hard, his eyes went cross, and the Sight swam across them. It was like double vision: a view of the natural world in the background and the things he wanted to See brought to the fore, picked out in bright, glowing lines. The Seen things were completely still, while underneath the lines, their natural form continued to move. Trying to view both at once gave Anryn a headache that reached down the back of his eyes into his stomach. If this were witchcraft, he thought, it felt very much like being drunk. 

Finally, Anryn Saw a trampled place in the grass with bright patches of blood ground into the dirt. He plunged after the trail, gripping the hilt of his sword, ready to stop and draw at an instant. All the lines of the Sight flowed along with him, converging into one bright point just ahead of him. 

Beneath the Seen, hands and arms moved. Frantically waving. 

“Help! Help! Over here!” voices shouted.

Anryn had to blink several times to clear the Sight from his vision. The natural world sharpened into focus. He saw three small tents pitched near a large metal cage. Inside it, bodies of a dozen men were crammed together, arms and legs flailing from between the grate. White candles encircled the cage, and he could smell the thick, sweet stench of incense. 

Mages, Anryn thought. 

He had never met a mage of Nynomath in all his young life. He knew about them only from the stories Ammar told its children: men and women with a terrible power that let them bend the natural world to their will in defiance of God. They cultivated this power in the witches and lost souls of the world, enticing them to Nynomath with promises of power. Who they could not entice, they enslaved. Who they could not enslave, they killed. 

Out from behind the cage stepped a tall, thin woman with short-cropped hair. He almost didn’t recognize her for a woman, so unused to seeing women without their veils. Her voice was high and clear as she sang out a word Anryn did not know. 

The air around him went cold with a sudden gust of wind, as if Anryn hurtled down a snowy slope on the back of a sled. Ice crystals puckered in his vision and stung his nose and throat. The wind slammed into his face as if a blizzard materialized from the very air Anryn tried to breathe.

“Don’t let her touch you!” someone from the cage screamed. 

Choking from the cold in his throat, Anryn sank into a defensive crouch. He drew his sword and slashed at the cold air around him, hoping to keep the mage at bay while he squinted through the wind that gnashed at him. His eyes watered when he tried to open them. The tears froze as fast as he could blink, blinding him. 

The Sight broke through. Behind his frozen eyelids, Anryn Saw the world around him as an afterimage pressed against the blackness. The bright lines resolved into silhouettes—the tents, the cage, the arms reaching for him. 

There was the mage! She crept along Anryn’s flank, her hands held out with the thumbs and index fingers joined in a strange shape. The outline of her mouth moved in a silent phrase and the Sight picked out the lines of her lips fixed in vivid red. 

Anryn bent his elbows, brought his sword close to his body. Then turned and lunged with the point straight out. With the Sight to guide him, he was not the panicked novice flailing at the assassin on the mountainside. He remembered to drop the heel of his leading foot, flex the ankle of his back foot. He let go of the hilt with one hand and let it fall behind him, acting as a counterweight to the other that held fast. A shining line of Sight flowed along the edge of his blade, flaring as the tip of it at last met flesh. 

Anryn’s sword buried itself deep into the mage’s chest. In that instant, her spell broke.

Water streamed Anryn’s face as the ice melted. He managed to blink twice. Then the crowd in the cage all began to scream at once. 

“Behind you! Behind you! Behind you!”

Anryn went down hard, tackled by a man twice his size. He lost his grip on his sword, still stuck in the ice mage’s chest. Stunned, he barely managed a feeble jab with his elbow. Anryn caught the barest glimpse of his attacker—gray beard, bald head—before the man flipped him onto his stomach and pinned his arms to his back with only a single hand. 

“How dare you! I am the Prince of Ammar! Unhand me!” Anryn screamed into the dirt. Then, absurdly remembering his childhood language lessons, he berated the mage in Nynomathian: “It is not permitted to touch the Prince of Ammar!” 

Without a word, the mage hauled Anryn to his feet and frog-marched him toward the cage. Anryn went on shouting until the mage wrapped one hand around his face. The flesh of the man’s palm was so taut with callus and muscle, Anryn’s teeth couldn’t break the skin when he bit down on it. 

Maertyn’s voice rang out from somewhere behind them: “Get your hands off her.”

The mage whirled around, holding Anryn in front of him like a shield. Over the top of the callused fingers squeezing his face, he saw Maertyn standing not ten feet away amid the trees, face pale and eyes glittering. His smoke-stained coat gave him the look of a bird of prey. His hands were balled at his sides, red all the way to his wrists. 

Anryn didn’t need the Sight to know that the blood was not his. The mage saw it, too. 

“Matthias?” the mage called out, his voice high and uncertain. “Matthias...! Where are you?”

Maertyn shook his head. “Shout louder—he is in Hell.” 

The hand holding Anryn’s face twitched. “You are no mere ditch-witch... What kind of devil are you?”

Anryn wrenched his face free of the mage’s hand. He shouted to Maertyn, “Watch out for the other one!”

Maertyn glanced down at the ice mage. She sprawled on the ground and whimpered as she tried to pull Anryn’s sword from her chest. He went to her side and knelt down. For a moment, Anryn thought that he was about to help her, as he had the brigand after he’d broken the man’s jaw. 

Then Maertyn grabbed the woman by the throat with both bloody hands and squeezed. Black flames kindled under his fingers. They licked down the woman’s neck, spread all across her face in smoking tendrils. 

“Don’t, don’t!” she screamed. Then the black fire was in her mouth, in her nose. She did not live more than a minute at most before it had burned her lungs all away.

“Saints alive... You are the Winze!” said the last mage standing. He thrust Anryn forward, a shield between himself and Maertyn. “Mercy... mercy, Winze... I was not the one who cursed you. My companions were not looking for you. Take this witch, take the ones in the cage, and let me go.”

Maertyn glared at the last mage. He shook his head.

Stalemate, Anryn thought. He glanced wildly around, looking for some way to tip the balance. With only his feet free, Anryn thought of kicking backward at the mage, but the man was so large, it was unlikely to do him much harm.

Then Anryn noticed the absence of the Sight. No lines appeared when he crossed his eyes. He glanced down and saw that the mage held him inside the ring of white candles surrounding the cage. 

Anryn flung his leg out. His toe knocked one taper out of the formation. The Sight came flooding back. 

Inside the cage, the witches of Ammar surged against the bars. With no enchantment now to bind them, they willed their magic into the world with desperate screams and furious shouts. It was a chaos of phenomena. With neither spell nor gesture, the witches’ cries conjured the wind from all directions. Flowers sprouted up from underfoot. Fat drops of warm summer rain fell from a sudden cloudburst overhead. 

The mage swore and flung Anryn forward. He stumbled and nearly fell into black flames leaping from the corpse of the ice mage. Maertyn caught him by the shoulders and then threw him to the ground. With his body, Maertyn shielded Anryn as the witches’ fury ripped through the wind and the trees. Branches crashed down all around them, and the wind howled. 

Anryn clung to Maertyn. He relived the horror of Dorland, the sensations of the calamity raking over his mind. The witch weeping on the pyre, the knife stabbing into his back. The smell of his own charred flesh in his nose while the wind dragged him across the ground. The wind was screaming, the witch was screaming... Anryn screamed into Maertyn’s shoulder.

Please, God, not again, Anryn prayed behind the scream. I swear I will never burn a witch again...! 

After a few moments, the phenomena died down. Untrained to magic, witches lost their strength quickly. They sagged against the bars, half fainting as their magic faded from the world, leaving behind only the damage it caused. 

Anryn peeked out from underneath Maertyn’s shoulder. Sunlight streamed down through torn treetops. Bright summer flowers littered the ground all around the silver cage. The mage was nowhere to be seen. 

Maertyn started to rise, cursing. Anryn jumped up and grabbed his arm before he could run off again. 

“Leave it,” the prince commanded. 

He saw the dark, seething fury in Maertyn’s face. The disturbing brightness crept into his eyes. Anryn had only seen it twice so far, and it was just as frightening how quickly it changed Maertyn’s face. At first, he shrank back from the other man’s pain. Terrified that Maertyn would kill him—or abandon him. 

Before the terror could overrun him, Anryn thought of the woman in the water. Just the memory of the black hair was enough to conjure her—and she was not afraid of Maertyn’s pain. When Anryn spoke, she spoke through him: 

“They hurt you. They stole you, and the life that you were entitled to. I swear to you, Maertyn Blackfire, they will not go unpunished. No mage of Nynomath will go unpunished when I am King in Ammar.”

Anryn almost didn’t hear the words. They poured out of that secret place too fast to comprehend. It only mattered that Maertyn heard and believed them. After a moment, he nodded. The unhealthy brightness in his eyes faded. 

“I need a drink,” Maertyn said.

Anryn let go of his arm. He recovered his sword from the smear of black ashes that had been the ice mage. Anryn wiped the blade off with his shirt, then searched the tents of the mages flattened beneath branches. Eventually, he found the key to the padlock that held the cage shut. 

The exhausted witches spilled onto the ground. They gasped ragged breaths and stared, amazed, at the havoc their magic had wrought. Fearful, they each glanced at one another. Anryn understood then that none of them was sure until that moment that the other had been a witch at all. 

How did the mages know? Anryn wondered. 

These men looked like any other subject in Ammar. Most of them were clean shaven and decently dressed. These weren’t hungry brigands or lost, lonely people who didn’t go to church. They were ordinary.

The witches of Java glanced at each other, and then nervously back at Anryn. Finally, the last man to step from the cage came to kneel. He was as old as Professor Lawson, though only half as tall, with a round potbelly. 

“Your Highness, God save you as you have saved us on this day,” the old man said with pretty country manners. “I am Hammond, a footman at the governor’s house in Java. Blessings on you and your father, King Anathas. Long live the King.”

“Long live the King,” a few of the others muttered. 

Anryn watched their faces. The witches glowered at the ground. They did not wish the Lightning King a long life at all. Not at their expense. With a sinking feeling, Anryn thought that these men would all be tied to stakes right now if the King of Ammar had been there instead of him. 

“What were you doing out here in the woods?” Anryn asked. “How did these... fiends come to find you?”

“We were looking for where the governor sent our women, Your Highness,” said Hammond. “My daughter. Cayeren’s old mother. Asher’s girls. The governor took them to punish us for feasting Saint Soren.” 

Anryn widened his eyes and crossed them. The Sight revealed a dim line among the bright ones between Hammond and the other witches. 

“I’m not sure that’s entirely true,” Anryn said. “You did something to the water.”

“It was a blessing ceremony,” one of the other men muttered. “It’s the full moon. The perfect night for fertility and healing. It was only some oils we painted on the ladies to help them with their rituals...” 

“That is how the mages found you,” Maertyn said. “The spells showed them where you were. They would not take you from Java because it is a holy place. When you left, you were fair game.” 

Anryn blinked the Sight away, his eyes stinging from the brightness. Realization set in, behind it dread. Mages were abducting the witches of Ammar now that they were no longer exiled to Nynomath. For how long and for what purpose, Anryn shuddered to guess at. He wavered, unsure of what to do. 

Anryn glanced at Maertyn. The man was glaring down at the black smear that remained of the ice mage, flexing his red, sticky hands. He wouldn’t be much help to anyone until he got a drink in him, Anryn thought. Professor Lawson would have been able to suggest a course of action, but Anryn didn’t know whether the professor lived or died from the fire in the coach.  

If I were King, what would I do? the prince wondered. Anryn fumbled to find something to say, to take command. Somewhere between a witch, a woman, and a prince lay the future King of Ammar. What king could leave these lost souls alone in the woods while their enemies hunted them?

The words came again from a secret place somewhere inside, and they were somehow the right words: 

“You are the witches of Java. Your women were unjustly arrested by the governor, without a fair trial or a lord to pronounce a sentence. This is not the law of the land my father commands. It is not germane.” 

Some of the sullen faces turned toward Anryn now instead of the ground. Cautious, hopeful. Desperate for a way out of the woods. 

Encouraged, the prince continued: “I give you my word, as the Prince of Ammar, that no witch of Java—no man nor woman—will be burned at the stake. You are still subjects of Ammar.” 

Anryn reached down to help the witch Hammond to his feet. The old man clung to Anryn’s hand for a moment and kissed the back of it in homage. 

“God save you, Your Highness,” Hammond whispered.

“God save Your Highness,” the witches of Java echoed. 

This time, Anryn could both hear and See sincerity. All the lines between them lit. Now the prince pointed the way toward the clearing where their women had been taken. He started to follow them, but hung back when he saw that Maertyn lagged behind. 

Maertyn glared after the witches. He reached behind him to scratch his back.

Anryn went to him. “What is it? What’s wrong?” 

“There are nine of them,” Maertyn said. 

Anryn turned and counted the bodies shuffling away from them, through the trees. “Is that significant?”

“It is to mages,” Maertyn sighed. 

He stumbled, and Anryn threw an arm around Maertyn’s waist to catch him before he could fall. His face still bled, and he winced when Anryn touched his back. Gently, Anryn shifted his arm lower and pulled Maertyn’s arm across his shoulder. 

“Come on. Let’s get a drink in you,” Anryn said.  
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MAERTYN LET ANRYN HELP him through the woods, surprised she could bear so much of his weight. He was tired. He’d forgotten how hard it was to kill a mage. They had their spells, their knives... and, in the end, Maertyn knew mages were human like him. It was a hard thing to take life from another human, even if they were an enemy. 

In the moment, when his fury took him, he didn’t think of those things at all. The black fire came to his fingers, the strength came into his fists, the hard seam tearing open under his hands. He let it all come pouring out without a thought for the spells, the knives, or the humans who wielded them. It was as if that narrow place between light and dark became a hole under his feet, and all that he was fell in. Dragging those he clutched in his hands down and down... 

Afterward, Maertyn felt the toll that it took. The marks on his back itched and bled. His cursed skin sagged and the bones underneath wobbled, recalling their true age. Maertyn would lie down and sleep it off. When he woke, his wounds would be Woven shut without him uttering a word. At worst, perhaps, there would be one more voice among the many screams in his memories. He could drink it away like all the others. 

Anryn led Maertyn back to where the pyre was built for the witches of Java. Here, too, the wild magic of Ammar had run amok as the witches fought to put out the fire. The planks of new wood were all Woven over with new growth, moss and green branches heavy with leaves. The coach and the covered carriage were blackened, the fires extinguished. Flowers covered the ground. 

Maertyn hesitated, digging his fingers into Anryn’s shoulder. He watched the men rescued from the mages run to the women rescued from burning. Maertyn saw their arms going around one another and heard their sobs of relief. Fathers clung to daughters, husbands to wives. Nine men and nine women. Enough for a mage to make a circle, like the one that surrounded him when they wrote the curse onto his back. 

Misery and woe, Maertyn remembered. The strength went out of his knees and he collapsed onto Anryn. She lowered him to the ground, onto his side. 

Time washed over him. The sun moved across the sky and feet moved over the ground. Maertyn closed his eyes and let it all go by. He blinked and was now lying on his back. There were flowers on his chest. The smell of burnt incense clung to them. A hastily made Winze doll dangled from a tree over his head, the white bark of the sticks smeared with ash. Did the witches try to heal him with this?

Idiots, Maertyn thought. Still playing with magic. It was like they wanted to get caught and burned at the stake. Or sent to Nynomath. 

He lost more time and the sky darkened. Once in those hours, he turned his head and saw Haley Lawson stretched out beside him on the grass. Like Maertyn, flower crowns were placed on his chest. Beneath these, the veils of the women covered his body to shield his raw, burned flesh from the cold sting of the air. The professor breathed in shallow, rasping breaths. The sound of it lulled Maertyn to sleep.

In his dreams, he saw the stars overhead. The voices whispered, shadow and memory. Winze was what the mages had called him once he finally climbed up their steps to beg their judges to let him go. Those nine faces in the dark, condemning him. They never even knew that his name was Maertyn. 

For a moment, he believed he was back under the Dome, watching the bright arc of the stars streak across the sky. Nine voices chanting in the dark while they fell all around him. Nine voices screaming in the fire that came into his fists when they told him he would never see his wife again. 

The woman under the stars, last of the nine mages to carve his curse, stood over him with her silver sickle knife. Her hand etched the final sharp angular lines into his back. While she worked, she read each line written before hers, the sound of her voice like the roar of the wind over the mountain. 

When stars wrote time into the clay, it is decreed that Mat, descended of Ny, God of righteousness, holds dominion. 

We, the exalted descendants of Mat, who fear God, His father, do summon Ny’s righteousness in the land with these hands. 

We, the exalted descendants of Mat, shepherds of the oppressed and of the slaves, do call upon Ny to witness and abide the terms set forth herein. 

For eternity, never to die; 

For eternity, never to rise; 

For eternity, never to be reborn;

Conquer, thou shalt not; 

Burn, thou shalt not;

Slay thou—

Maertyn remembered looking up into the ninth star mage’s face. Thinking she was just a little thing with small lips and doll-like eyes. His wife, God rest her, could’ve beaten that little mage bloody in a fistfight. But his wife was gone, and now they were saying that he would never see her again? 

He remembered that he reached for the fire then, reaching further and deeper than he ever had. That invisible hole underneath him opened. He remembered how the shackles on his arms melted in the heat and how the ninth mage screamed.

It was not the ninth mage that Maertyn heard screaming now. It was Anryn.

“We are not going back to Java. The witches won’t be safe there. Even if I go with them myself, nothing will stop the governor from killing them outright the moment we leave.”

Maertyn jerked awake in the cold gray light of morning, still lying on the forest floor. His coat, reeking of smoke, was pulled over him. More flower crowns were piled up around him and Professor Lawson. Dozens of people surrounded him, sleeping under coats and veils in the early morning. Like him, startling awake when the Prince of Ammar shouted.

Griff shouted right back: “Then make an example of him! He impugned your honor! What would my father say? What would your father say? You let that cheat take my money and wipe his ass with your royal prerogative?”

“My father would say I am late to my goddamned wedding,” Anryn yelled back. “I will not throw myself in harm’s way just to prove myself a man. I am the Prince of Ammar! The governor of Java knows it, you know it. I will not duel him, and neither will you! I forbid it, do you hear me?!”

She still thinks she can talk brigands out of robbing her, Maertyn thought. He reached into the pocket of his filthy coat for his flask. He thanked God when his fingers closed around it. In another moment, the salty taste of gin flooded his mouth. He wished it were expensive whiskey.

Gruffydd wasn’t letting up. He pressed Anryn, “You can’t just leave it be. Already, word is spreading... Do you see how many witches turned up here in only three days? If Professor Lawson were awake, he’d—”

“Professor Lawson would agree with me,” Anryn kept on. “Have you learned nothing in the last four years?”

Beside him, Professor Lawson stirred, hearing himself mentioned. Maertyn could see the eyes moving behind his closed eyelids.  

“A prince puts his country before himself. Ammar’s honor depends on her allies,” Anryn continued. “Every day I delay this wedding, we come closer to losing one. Is that why you took me to Dorland? To take my mind off the midterm, or to pull Ammar away from Sanchia?”

“That’s not why,” Griff choked out. “I wanted... I wanted it to be like when we were children. Ever since we got to Amwarren, it’s as if a stranger is in your body. All you think about is war...”

“That’s because it’s our assignment,” Anryn said, her shout dissolving into a whine. “We’re in school, studying diplomacy. That’s all that war is, Griff. God, no wonder you’re failing...”

“I don’t want to go to war, Ryn. You didn’t even ask me if I wanted to!” Griff said. He sounded like a child. The snob Griff may have stood as tall as Maertyn’s chin, but he was not even as old as Maertyn had been when he was married. “I’m the son of your greatest subject—I am the best friend that you’ll ever have. And you’re just going to let your father pack me off to die in Nynomath. As if I were the least of his subjects and not the son of the greatest.”

“I... I, ah,” Anryn stammered. 

Maertyn could picture her now, fumbling for what to say. He almost sat up to look—but then she would know that he was awake, and he would have to say something to her. About the mages. About his curse. What would she think of him, then? 

“I’m sorry I didn’t ask your advice,” Anryn finally said. Her voice sounded different. Calmer—the same tone she’d used to convince him not to chase after the last mage. 

“Then take my advice now. Make it up to me,” Griff urged. “Send the witches of Java home and set their governor straight. Leave your pet peasant with them. The way you stare at him... They won’t like that in church, Ryn.” 

God, kill me now. Maertyn wanted to sink into the ground, for the grass to cover him up and dirt to fill his ears. He did not want to hear what Anryn said to that.

Beside him, Professor Lawson stirred again. He wheezed, his voice ruined from the smoke. “Blackfire... may I have...?”

Maertyn rolled onto his side. The marks of his curse itched and stung as the grass under his back stuck to the scabs. He tipped his flask into Professor Lawson’s mouth. Around them, the witches of Java pressed close, trying to soothe the professor. They tried to offer Maertyn water. He pushed them away and told them to bring him whiskey. He recognized the men Anryn saved from the cage. Dozens more were with them, all encamped there in the woods. 

Where did they come from? Maertyn wondered. How long had he slept? The cut on his cheek was Woven shut, and the professor seemed a little stronger. Had it been days? A week? 

Guilt racked him. He should have killed the mage before the bastard could set the coach on fire. Maertyn could have at least put it out before he ran after the mage. Why did he run after the mage and leave Anryn alone? How could he have let the third mage escape? 

He used the Sight to look at Professor Lawson. He could See where the burns lay on the professor’s skin, the parts of his lungs that were blackened and clogged. All Maertyn needed to do was Weave them over, pulling the skin from a place where it was whole to cover over the place where it was missing. 

He hesitated, wary of the eyes on him. The day they buried Maertyn’s wife, eyes like those looked at him. He showed up drunk to her funeral. They scowled at him, as if they’d known all along that he was a drunk just like his father. His grandfather. He’d only hoped it would cure him of his grief. Instead, when he saw her pale, lifeless body in the casket days later, the fire poured out of his hands. All his friends turned away from him. 

So, he drank more—and was too drunk to resist when Nynomath sent a silver cage for him. 

A dark star... misery and woe... I am what they said I am, Maertyn thought. He thought of Anryn staring at herself in his Seeing mirror. I just did not know it yet. 

He looked at the her now. She sat a dozen yards from him on a folding chair that someone had brought. A line of men and women queued to meet with her. Griff stood at her side. She looked like a king there in the woods, with the witches there around her. Maertyn showed her the soul that she had, and yet she wasn’t broken. She was still a prince—and others saw it, too. 

The sight of it sparked something in Maertyn, something besides the anger and guilt.

So what if I am the Winze. So what if I am a drunk, Maertyn thought. He looked at his hands, rinsed clean of the mage’s blood by some well-meaning witch. I can do better than misery and woe. 

Maertyn lifted the flask to the professor’s lips again. While the man drank, Maertyn used all that he stole from the mages and Wove the burns whole. He closed the raw red skin on Haley Lawson’s legs and chest, and pushed blood back into it. He used the Sight to look into the professor’s lungs and Wove pink flesh over the black bits he Saw there. 

After a moment, Professor Lawson sat up. The witches sank to their knees. Some of them started to pray. Some drew back, fearful and muttering. The professor drew a breath. His hands trembled when he pushed the stained veils away from his legs. He looked at Maertyn.

“How long were you in Nynomath?” Professor Lawson asked, finally. “Were you born there?”

“No,” Maertyn said. “I was born here. A long time ago.”

“But they knew you,” said one of the witches rescued from the cage. He gazed at Maertyn as if he were a wild animal. “They were afraid of you. They called you the Winze! Is it true...?”

“That is not my name,” Maertyn said. He went to drink from his flask, then remembered that it was empty. His face flushed, whether from anger or embarrassment, he did not know. 

“Winze is a title. Unlucky star. In the old faith, it is the name given to the guardian at the gates of Hell,” Professor Lawson lectured. “We know him as the Bad Luck doll—the Devil’s eye is always on him so that it is not on us. The Church of Ammar rejects the notion that Hell is the provenance of one man... If a star winks out, it is not the Winze, but God’s own will. So says the Word.” 

A few of the witches made holy signs with their fingers. Their faith rested easily alongside their shadows. Maertyn envied them almost as much as he scorned them. 

“One thing I do not understand,” said the professor. He held Maertyn’s gaze, but his hands fluttered and his body rocked a little forward where he sat. “If they came for you, what purpose was there in... taking my face?”

“They were not here for me,” Maertyn answered. “He chose your face because you are the only man Anryn would follow into Nynomath.” 

He tossed his empty flask to the ground. It fell onto the spring flowers conjured by Ammar’s witches, already wilting in the cold winter air. 

“Professor!” Anryn cried. 

The witches moved aside to make way as the prince and the lord’s son rushed to their professor’s side. Anryn knelt and took Professor Lawson’s hand while Griff squatted beside him and touched the professor’s legs, amazed. 

“How... How are you alive?” Griff asked. “It’s a miracle!”

The students helped their professor to his feet. Professor Lawson gathered up the stained veils and flower crowns in his hands. He held them out to the witches, but they would not accept them. 

“We prayed God would heal you and He has,” said Hammond. He pushed the flower crowns back at the professor. “Let these symbols of our answered prayers be carried by the Prince of Ammar to His Majesty the King. As proof of our goodwill and wish for a peaceful life in Ammar.”

They were all looking at Anryn now, Maertyn realized. They stared at her like some hero from a fairy tale. Hopeful and awed. 

“I... will take these to Mahaut,” Anryn agreed. “Return to your homes. You have nothing to fear.” 

“We will accompany you, Your Highness,” said another witch. “God and His Majesty will deliver us from the mages of Nynomath.” 

“Tell the King for us, Your Highness, that the witches of Ammar are loyal to God and Nature. We want to live free in Ammar—not to die on the stake or as slaves!” 

The crowd began to cheer. “Hear, hear! Witches live free!” 

All around them, shouts rang out. Anryn glanced around, her face tight with anxiety. She did not add her voice to the cheers. Like Maertyn, she knew too much about the world they lived in. At last, her eyes landed on Maertyn. He thought for a moment that she might tell him to leave. To his relief, she held out her hand, beckoning him forward. 

Maertyn rose from the ground and came to stand by Anryn’s side. He tried not to notice the face that Griff made at him.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 17
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The days after Beatrice’s brush with danger in the garden were tense and gray, as if the sky held one last icy gasp of winter back before a furious storm. Beatrice tried to pace the floor in her room, but it was difficult to do on one foot. She pulled herself along the furniture and hopped on one leg.

“What ails you, girl?” Aunt Alys asked. She watched from the pocket doors as Beatrice hop-paced and fumed. “You’re as wound up as a watch! Shall I call my nephew’s man to take you out for some air?”

“No—no thank you, Auntie,” Beatrice said. Her heart quickened at the thought of seeing Ciamon again. She flexed her hand and wished for one of the knives from her trousseau. Instead, she reached into her pocket where the heavy silver coins sat. She squeezed them for reassurance. 

I am Beatrice of Sanchia, the most beautiful daughter of Duke Cesar of the Golden Fleet, she told herself. I came to Ammar to marry Prince Anryniel, and I will be Queen in Ammar. 

These words became her prayer as time dragged along. Every hour or so during the day, she limped to the window to look out into the street. Once, she saw the sedan chair waiting down below. When Gruffydd’s valets came to fetch her, she pretended to be sleeping. The chair did not appear outside the mansion again. 

Aunt Alys must’ve said something to her nephew because the next day, Riccardo was back, pounding on the door. 

“Bea? They said you stopped eating? That hardly sounds like you...” He slid back the door before she could hobble over to open it. The sight of her brother made Beatrice even more anxious—he looked tired and drawn. 

“I took breakfast in my room—here, you can carry down the tray, if you’re so worried,” Beatrice said. She reached out to rebutton Riccardo’s jacket, noticing he’d missed one. She tried to think of some way to tell him about Ciamon, but found that she was too embarrassed to say anything. Dick would laugh at her if she told him how she crouched down in the bushes with a man out in public.

Still, Beatrice had to say something to reassure her brother that this wedding would go ahead as planned. 

“There are so many people out in the street now, it didn’t seem worth the trouble to go out,” she told him. “Besides... It builds anticipation. They’ll go wild when they finally do see me. But I’m not setting foot outside until the prince shows up.”

“Well, alright,” Riccardo said. He scratched underneath his cap. “Saves on the cost of food, at least. Gruffydd’s got so many people coming in from his own estate, they’re eating up what’s left in the pantry. Better come down now for tea before more of them come by tonight looking for dinner.”

He reached out to lift her up. Beatrice turned him around with both her hands and hooked her arm through the crook of his elbow. 

“I’m going to make it to the altar, Dick,” she said. “Just you watch.”

Riccardo chuckled. “God willing.”

He helped her limp slowly down the steps. True to his word, the house was abuzz with servants—more than Beatrice had seen in the house before. They did not glance up at her and Riccardo as they made their way to the dining room. Aunt Alys was already seated, stuffing buttered biscuits up underneath her veil, little crumbs tumbling out from beneath the hem. 

As Riccardo fetched her a cup of coffee from the sideboard, Beatrice heard the front door slam. She turned her head and caught sight of a short man dressed in brown shaking dust off of his cape in the foyer. One arm was in a sling across his chest. He looked out of place to Beatrice there in the mansion among the servants all wearing Gruffydd’s colors of green and black. She watched as he took a red leather folder out from beneath the arm in its sling and made his way up the steps. 

Beatrice strained her ears for the sound of the library door. She couldn’t quite be sure she heard it open and shut over the clatter of the servants moving through the house. 

“Don’t give that to her, boy,” Aunt Alys snapped at Riccardo as he passed Beatrice a cup of coffee. “She’s antsy enough as it is! Coffee won’t help with the wedding night, mind. Stops up the womb.”

Beatrice glanced at Riccardo. Neither of them could hold back a snort. 

“I’m sure that’s not true, Auntie,” Riccardo said. “Our mother drinks four cups a day and has seven children...” 

“Bah—!” Aunt Alys waved her hand in front of her face as he spoke to her, as if she could ward off the impropriety of being addressed directly by a man not related to her. She spoke instead to Beatrice, “Drink only half the cup if you must. For the next three days, water and lemonade only. Then, on the wedding night, a spoonful of dried cocoa. That will best prepare you to receive your husband.”

Beatrice flushed under her veil. She hadn’t thought far beyond the kisses she expected. Beatrice almost asked the old woman for more advice, when she remembered again the book her mother had confiscated. 

I wonder if Gruffydd has anything like it in his library, she thought. 

It was much harder sneaking around with a broken ankle than it had been with a whole one. Still, Beatrice managed it against the chaos of the house being prepared for the wedding day. She sent Dick off with Aunt Alys to find some cocoa powder at the market and insisted that she could make her own way back up the stairs. 

Beatrice went very slowly, step by step, keeping an eye on which servant went where. She reached the landing outside the library. The door was unlocked. Beatrice waited outside until the servant on the stairs above vanished into the attic room and the ones on the stairs below had gone into the dining room. Then she darted inside and shut the library door behind her. 

Nobody was in the library just then. Beatrice pressed her back to the door and took in the sight of this forbidden room—a man’s sanctuary. Two club chairs faced an ornate marble fireplace. A magnificent carved wooden desk over by the window faced the room, piled high with stacks of papers and folders. Ashtrays and leather coasters were stacked neatly on a bar cart against one wall that sported family portraits. Two whole walls were lined with shelves, filled floor to ceiling with leather and paperbound books. Beatrice spied one shelf with hinges laid against the wall—the shelf doubled as a hidden door to the servants’ hallway. 

Carefully, she limped to the swinging shelf and pushed it open to check behind it. She could hear footsteps echoing up and down the stairs, and the sound of chattering voices from the kitchen down below. No one lurked in the hall. Certainly not the Queen of Ammar.

Beatrice pushed the door shut and turned back to the desk. A little thrill of triumph went through her as she spotted the red leather envelope resting on a stack of other folders. 

She’d been right! The mysterious messenger had left it there. Unable to resist, she picked it up. As she did, several heavy objects slipped out and clattered onto the ground. 

“Fuck,” Beatrice muttered. She lowered herself to her knees and started to gather them up. She realized they were small black arrows, unlike any she’d seen before. She turned one over in her hand. Heavy, and far too short to fit into an Ammarish longbow. 

The door to the library creaked open. Beatrice froze where she knelt behind the desk. 

It was Gruffydd. He spoke to someone following him into the room. “Have one of the grooms help you—where has Caelt gone?” 

“He wasn’t in the stables,” said another voice. 

Beatrice leaned down toward the floor to look out from beneath the desk. She offered a prayer of thanksgiving that she’d worn only a simple cotton house gown that day and no dangling jewelry. Nothing would jingle, whisper, or scrape to give her away if she moved very slowly.

She saw the short man’s dusty boots standing beside Gruffydd’s clean house slippers. 

“Must be out with Sanchia’s wench... How nice to be young,” Gruffydd said. “How did my son look when you saw him? After a scare like that, I worry he’ll stop eating. Has a delicate stomach like his mother, God rest her...”

“He looked well at a distance, my lord,” said dusty-boots. “He doesn’t leave the prince’s side...”

“Just as well.” Gruffydd sighed. “Send fresh horses out on the road to meet them. See if you can get through the crowds on your own. If you find Caelt, take him with you—the man knows how to handle a crowd.”

Beatrice saw the shadow over the boots shift. The man must’ve bowed before he turned and left. She stayed huddled by the desk, the red envelope and arrows clutched in her hand. She felt a drop of sweat slide out from beneath her veil and down over her forehead. If Gruffydd moved... If the servants’ door opened... 

I will be Queen in Ammar, she repeated to herself. I will be Queen—he’ll see me here, I’ll make up some excuse. I’ll curtsey so deep, it’ll break my other ankle... 

It didn’t come to that. The main door to the library opened again and now it was Riccardo’s voice she heard carry over the room. 

“My lord, you’re back!” Beatrice marveled that Riccardo sounded so warm toward the man. “Thank God—I need your help. Aunt Alys got overwhelmed in the crowds and swooned. I tried to give her my arm and she slapped me. Please come and help me get her inside...”

Now Gruffydd chuckled. “We should get you some ice for that cheek while we’re at it. You must forgive my aunt. She’s of a different time.” 

They went out. Beatrice pressed her forehead to the floor, prostrate with relief. She only stayed there a moment before she stood back up and placed the envelope with its arrows back where she found it. She slipped out of the library through the servants’ door and crawled on her knees up the steps back to the attic. She lay in her bed, her ankle throbbing, her head spinning. 

But her heart felt stronger. All on her own, Beatrice had found something of importance. Some secret, though she did not know yet what it meant. Her hands closed around the coins in her pocket. 

I can be Queen in Ammar, Beatrice told herself. I can sneak around just as well as Queen Eva. Even standing on one leg!

***
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PRINCE ANRYN SAT ON a wicker chair set in the woods and listened to the witches of Ammar plead for their lives. 

Only a few days had passed since the failed witch burning in the clearing. The witches of Java would not go back to their town without the Prince of Ammar there to offer protection. Anryn wanted to get back on the main road to Mahaut, but he was afraid to move while Professor Lawson was so badly injured—barely able to speak or breathe. 

Maertyn was no help. He laid in the dirt and snored like an alleyway drunk. Dead to the world. The prince considered leaving Maertyn there in the woods. His fearsome fire with its unholy black tinge would cause a panic if it were seen anywhere near a church. Yet, Anryn knew he would never do it. That secret part of Anryn understood that she and Maertyn were on the same path of fate now, connecting them. 

The witches offered help. The men and women brought food and supplies to the clearing in the woods. At first, it was only the dozen or so they’d rescued packing canteens and bedrolls. Then more started to arrive, along with fine tents, strong horses, and even a few coaches. The tale of the clearing spread from the woods down to the main road, teeming with people on their way to the wedding. When witches heard that the Prince of Ammar might offer them mercy, they turned toward the woods and found their way to Anryn. 

It’s like I’m holding court, Anryn thought. A handful of times in his life, he’d stood in for his father at ceremonies—but it had never felt like this. 

Griff stood by his side and asked the names of the witches who came to seek out the Prince of Ammar. He made them swear to do the prince no harm. One by one, they knelt and told stories of their persecution. Lost inheritances, banishment from towns. Violence at the hand of their neighbors for even the merest suspicion of witchcraft. 

“Burned my garden, they did,” said a pitiful old man with a mouth of broken teeth. “On account I put down beer for the snails. It were no witchcraft. It drowns the wee fuckers afore they get my cabbages...”

“I didn’t want to marry a man who already had a wife, but the priest wouldn’t listen!” a woman barely older than Anryn wept. Her tears left long, dark stains in the thin green veil she wore. “I threatened to bewitch him so that he would refuse to marry me... Now they won’t let me go to church. My mother won’t even speak to me...” 

Each story sounded sadder than the last. So many of them reminded Anryn of the witch of Dorland, of Maertyn. Lonely and sad. Cut off from family and friends. The prince was still unsure what he could do for them. But he listened, which was more than his father had ever done for the witches of Ammar. 

Just then, an old woman approached the makeshift throne. She wore a white veil over a simple gray wool dress with the gold suns of Ammar embroidered at the hems. A holy woman, Anryn realized. 

“I am Aerona, Your Majesty,” she said as she bowed. “I am an abbess at Kemeld Priory. Some dozen witches take sanctuary with me there. I would ask for Your Majesty’s protection for the priory to harbor these poor souls.”

“What sorcery do these women practice?” Griff asked. He gripped his sword a little tighter.

Anryn noticed that he was sharper with women now. The would-be gallant knight who rescued maidens and peeped at naked stepmothers was all but forgotten now that Griff had seen women conjure magic.

“A few can do such things as find lost needles or boil water at a glance, my lord,” said the abbess. “These women came to me after their own villages named them witches. Most are unmarried or widowed. With neither father nor husband to speak for them, they have nowhere else to go. I will not refuse them shelter. God commands compassion, and I answer to God before my King.”

Anryn thought of the mother of the brigand who refused his silver coin. She’d said something like this—not having fathers or husbands to protect the children. How was it that everyone knew the sorry state of these subjects in Ammar, and no one talked of it? Anryn stopped himself from grinding his teeth and made himself answer the abbess graciously.

“Women who come to your priory and declare themselves witches may dwell with you as you see fit, Abbess,” he said. “But season your compassion with caution. None who use magic to harm may escape justice by hiding behind the Church.”

Aerona bowed low. “Your Majesty is merciful and forgiving. We would come with you to the wedding at Mahaut and join in celebration of your holy union.” 

“How much longer can this go on...?” Griff asked in a low voice as the abbess glided away and the next witch approached. “I thought there would be only a few dozen at most. But if we meet with every witch in Ammar, we could be here for a year, Ryn.”

There were nearly two hundred witches there in the woods by then. Too many people to send back to Java, as Griff kept suggesting. Most of the witches who found them had come from the road to Mahaut on their way to the wedding, anyhow. 

Anryn struggled with what to do. He argued with Griff by day and slept very little at night. When he closed his eyes, the Sight sometimes thrust its way into the dark, and Anryn would snap awake with a prayer on his lips. Some part of him still believed that witchcraft was evil, and he’d be damned for being one. 

Yet how could that be completely true? The witches who helped them now weren’t evil; they were ordinary. Maertyn was not evil; he was cursed. Was it really evil of him to kill the mages that came for them? He was only acting in self-defense. Anryn had done the same with the assassins. 

I prayed to God to deliver me, to keep me from wrongdoing, Anryn thought. And He sent me to Maertyn and now I have the Sight... 

He gave up on praying. That very same morning, Maertyn Blackfire woke up from his slumber. Somehow, he healed Professor Lawson without so much as a word spoken aloud. Anryn saw the professor sitting up, drinking from Maertyn’s flask, and decided right then that he would not abandon him—or any witch. 

“It’s a miracle,” Griff said. He gripped Professor Lawson’s hands and helped him to his feet. 

The witches all around them whispered it. 

The miracle of the clearing, they called it. 

The next day, there were another hundred lined up to meet with the Prince of Ammar. Each new witch convinced that this was a sign from God—the fate of witches in Ammar was about to change. They bowed to Anryn and, when they saw Maertyn standing with him, muttered little prayers to the Winze under their breath.  

“I am out of gin,” Maertyn complained. He stood behind Anryn’s chair while he heard the witches’ pleas and nudged it with his foot when he was bored.  

“There’s plenty to drink here.” Anryn gestured around the growing camp. Some carts nearby were piled with barrels full of wine and beer bound for the wedding. “If we stay another week, they may even bring the wedding feast to us.”

“And lose the deposit on the dining halls in Mahaut? My father would have a stroke,” Griff said. “We’ve got to get moving, Ryn. Professor Lawson can ride in one of the carriages if he’s not well enough to sit on a horse, but we should go on ahead. We could be in Mahaut in two days.”

“Where an assassin probably waits for me,” Anryn said. He scanned the growing crowd again, eyes straining against the haze of green made by the trees. So far, neither mage nor assassin had come for them in the woods. 

The prince squinted a little and felt the Sight creep into his eyes. All around them, the lines cast by the witches glowed—their hope, their vitality like the waters of Java in the walls. Brimming with possibility. 

This must be the way that mages See them, Anryn reasoned. 

The more witches gathered here, the brighter it would be. Perhaps such a large crowd of witches scared both the mages and the assassins away. Just as Maertyn had done when they first met.

This gave Anryn an idea.
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CHAPTER 18
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Professor Lawson counted the days up on his fingers. In all, he reckoned Prince Anryniel was two months late for his wedding when they finally arrived in Mahaut. Not quite late enough to provoke the wrath of Sanchia, but more than a little awkward. 

Those that saw the Prince of Ammar ride into the capital were struck by his appearance: he was much changed by his time away at University. Years later, they remarked on the horse that he rode, the crushed velvet he wore, and how brightly the golden hilt of his sword shone in the sunlight. They would not recollect that it was Gruffydd the Younger who rode at the head of that column, posing as the Prince of Ammar. 

Instead, the tales attached themselves to the company the Prince of Ammar brought: nearly four hundred self-proclaimed witches wearing flower crowns. 

The scheme unfolded like a grand parade. Professor Lawson rode alongside Griff in an open landau borrowed from one of the witches who met them on the road. They smiled and waved to the crowds that clustered close to the gilded carriage, reaching to touch their hands. It was gaudy, adorned in clashing shades of blue and yellow to advertise the personal wealth of its owner, which seemed to tempt the crowd even closer. 

Griff smiled and waved at the crowd, outwardly all calm. The professor watched him and had to admit the lad played the role well. Moreover, he thought guiltily, it was now almost certain that the lad had not been behind the attempt on Prince Anryn’s life. His students were growing into themselves—lords of tomorrow. 

If you find yourself on the same road twice, the professor thought to himself. The signs now all pointed toward the witch laws. Professor Lawson had assumed his life’s greatest work was the alliance to Sanchia. Now, watching the gaggle of witches surrounding them, he was more convinced than ever that when he was King Anryniel’s chief advisor, his calling would be to save these poor souls from the fate the Lightning King decreed for them. 

It would not be an easy task. If the study of diplomacy had taught Haley Lawson anything, it was that true policy change took more than an isolated incident. It took prolonged engagement, at all levels of society, to enact real change. 

The air shimmered with tension. There were too many people all packed too tightly into the roads. Professor Lawson knew that there weren’t enough roofs in Mahaut to house them all. Worse, they had been kept waiting. The throngs of strangers and citizens crushed into the main road for a glimpse of the prince. The progress through the throng of well-wishers—and ill-wishers—was slow and grueling.

After several hours, the dull cheers sharpened into happy screams. Professor Lawson saw liveried servants in the green and black velvet of Gruffydd threading their way through the crowds. Sunlight caught on the bright silver coins they flung into the air.

The crowds broke apart as people scrambled, throwing themselves after the glittering prizes. The tactic diverted the worst of the crush away from the main road, allowing the procession to surge forward. Even the witches broke off from the column to race for the coins left in the gutter. Gruffydd’s men stayed in the streets, tossing coins and passing out small felt purses. 

Clever, Professor Lawson thought. 

He took a moment to appreciate Prince Anryn’s planning—should the witches be pulled from the column, the prince now had an added layer of protection against assassins in the form of Griff’s impersonation. 

The professor chafed at the healed burns on his knees and offered God another prayer now for Maertyn Blackfire. The Winze... 

He shivered, remembering the look on the man’s face as he beat a mage with his bare hands. Until that moment, the professor had always seen Maertyn as a mere peasant, overfond of drinking, with the potential to be convicted of witchcraft were he questioned by the wrong priest. That he might be a living embodiment of Hell made flesh... The professor believed this only a little more than the possibility that Ammar would reverse its domestic policy on witchcraft. 

To steady his anxious hands, Professor Lawson repeated to himself what Prince Anryn had said, Witchcraft is the will to do harm. If the prince’s pragmatic view toward witchcraft held, if his wedding to Beatrice of Sanchia solidified his majority, then Maertyn had committed no crime at all with healing—and the defense of Ammar against Nynomath’s attempt on the prince. And Professor Lawson could drink to his health without guilt by association. 

In the meantime, the professor thought it would be safer to do in private. He looked out from the window and hoped fervently that Maertyn—indeed, that all the witches dancing around the landau just then—would be more careful in Mahaut.

***
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WALKING A MILE BACK in the throng that followed the borrowed landau, Anryn snuck into Mahaut disguised as a woman. Just as he suspected, a veil offered him more protection than a chain mail shirt. The one drawback was that he’d had to give Griff his sword to wear in order to make the decoy convincing. He felt practically naked without it. 

The prince knew he should have been anxious. Terrified, even. But the mood of Mahaut swept over Anryn. He could not stop grinning as they drew closer to the city gates. There were thousands of people there for the wedding, all smiling and eager. Even if they were not smiling at Anryn himself, they smiled for the Prince of Ammar. 

“My feet hurt,” Maertyn complained. “I do not know why we could not just ride in the cart with the professor.”

Maertyn walked a little behind Anryn. He gawked at the sheer size of the city, craning his neck to look all around them as they squeezed through the crowds following the false prince through the streets. It seemed that every five steps, he wanted to stop and ask Anryn a question about a strange sight that he saw—foreign faces, brightly painted shop signs, the public fountains in the fire lanes. 

“Do people take baths in those fountains?” he asked. 

“What? No!” Anryn had to shout over the cheers to answer Maertyn. “Keep your clothes on, peasant. We have baths at the palace.” 

“I am thirsty,” Maertyn complained. “There are too many people.”

“You’re just hungover,” Anryn said. “Come on, let’s get off the main road and try to go around...”

They broke off from the spine of the main street leading to the palace. Anryn led them down an alley fragrant with the scent of newly baked bread. The buildings here leaned over them on all sides, three- and four-stories high. It seemed to Anryn that there were flowers and smiling faces in every window. The alley released into a square where merchants were just setting up their stalls for the day. 

It was exhilarating to walk through Mahaut disguised. All around them, people talked in cheerful voices and broke into spontaneous little jigs. They shouted and laughed, excited for the wedding. Relieved that the prince had returned. Anryn was so swept up in the happy feelings, he forgot to be jealous of Griff. He forgot to be anxious about the witches. 

“Where should we go?” Maertyn asked. 

“Everywhere,” Anryn answered. “I want to go everywhere dressed like this. We have at least two hours before Griff can get through the crowds. I want to try street food. I was never allowed to eat it when I lived here with my father.” 

Prince Anryn dragged Maertyn from stall to stall of the tiny market square. They found a stall selling hand pies spiced with cinnamon and stuffed with warm chopped apples. Beside it, another stall sold a beer made from more apples, bright with hops and a little salty. 

Anryn prodded Maertyn in the side to take out their money. The prince had to count out the coins for him to buy their food and drink. Maertyn was so unused to carrying money, he had no sense of what it should cost. Anryn carried only the new silver; one fat coin got them four pies and three cups of beer. Others around them paid with fistfuls of the old silver, plucked from the ground where Gruffydd’s men flung it. 

Now the veil gave Anryn his first real challenge. He found he had to pull it away from his face with one hand while moving the other underneath to reach his mouth. The struggle was worth it. The hot, buttery crust crumbled against his lips and the spiced apples slid over his tongue like warm, sugary silk. Anryn ate three pies in two bites each, relishing the sensation. 

Maertyn held Anryn’s beer for the prince while he ate. When Anryn finished his third pie and was ready to take a sip of beer, he found all three cups empty. Maertyn had drunk each of them. 

“I told you that I was thirsty,” he said.

“You have no manners, peasant,” Anryn said. “Come on, let’s find something else for you to drink... and me. I’m getting thirsty, too.”

The sun climbed the sky, and more people came out into the streets. Anryn led Maertyn through another alley that led to the steps of a church. On the steps, a priest clad in robes not unlike Professor Lawson’s sang out a sermon on the joys of matrimony and the power to resist temptation. A few lines of dancers formed in front of him. At their edges stood foreigners, snickering and pointing. 

Across from here, Anryn found a public house with its doors already open for the day, doing a lavish business selling whole cases of Ammarish whiskey and beer in preparation for the wedding festivities. Anryn counted out the right change for Maertyn to go and buy them a case of something. 

The prince watched the gathering at the church steps, intrigued by the foreigners. Amwarren had its fair share of international students, but Anryn had never seen so many women from other lands before, all with their faces exposed. Some of them even wore paint around their mouths and eyes. Prince Anryn wondered if his bride would look like these women—painted and bright, with soft, curling hair that blew in the wind. He wondered, if he painted his face, whether he would look like them. 

Anryn jolted as a sharp pinch found his buttocks. He whirled around and heard several men chuckle.

Anryn narrowed his eyes. The Sight revealed a line leading right to a narrow little man. When Anryn’s eyes found him, he tried to slip away between two other chuckling men. The prince lunged hard. His hand shot out from underneath the veil, and he caught the man by his arm. 

“Apologize,” Anryn commanded. His hand went to his hip before he remembered that he’d given Griff his sword. 

“Crazy bitch, let go of me,” the man snarled. 

Hands waved at Anryn. Fingers, wagging. 

“Now, now, miss. You shouldn’t be out here by yourself. Where’s your husband? Where’s your father?” 

“You dare take this man’s side? By what right do you touch me, sir?” Anryn snarled. He squeezed the butt-pincher’s arm. “Apologize, now.”

Another hand found Anryn’s backside. 

“Dangerous for a lady to be out in the streets alone,” a man leered into his ear.

Anryn threw his elbow into the man behind him and twisted the wrist of the other. Oh, how lucky they were that Anryn could not fit a sword under the veil! 

Maertyn stepped out into the street. He held a box of whiskey bottles. The dark look on his face threatened what would happen if he were forced to set it down. 

At the sight of him, the other men drew back. 

“Sir... No offense meant. I thought that she was just lost,” stammered the man Anryn held. 

Anryn would have liked to hear a better apology, but Maertyn raised his eyebrows at him, impatient to get back to drinking. He let the worm go and cursed after him. The priest on the church steps paused his song to squint across the street at Anryn. 

“You know, I do not think your disguise is working,” Maertyn said.

Prince Anryn hurried Maertyn away, down another alley to get away from the church. He did not want to get arrested with Maertyn for public disturbance again.

They were almost a mile east of the palace’s main gates. Anryn knew if he led them up one of the main roads here, they would arrive at a side gate. He stopped for a moment and looked up at the sky. He judged that they had another hour at least before they should try to sneak into the palace. 

They stood in the shrinking shadow of the buildings and shared some of the whiskey. For once, Maertyn offered to let Anryn take the first sip from the bottle before he could put his mouth all over it. The prince took a sip and marveled at how the taste of the whiskey changed when he breathed out of his mouth instead of his nose. Nutmeg and maple—not a dash of smoke. 

“When I’m King, I’m going to make a law that anyone who pinches an ass loses a finger,” Anryn said. He felt the warmth of the whiskey spread down from his stomach to his fingertips. 

“Your whole army will be fingerless. Their King has a nice ass.” Maertyn laughed. He drank three gulps of the whiskey and offered the bottle back to Anryn. “So. Will you really go through with it? With the wedding?” 

“Of course,” said Anryn. “Ammar has no other prince but me. Maybe God got it right after all... Even if I am a witch, Nynomath can’t touch me when I am King. And who else will protect all these idiot witches ripping up flower beds for their crowns from my father? Did you hear that man at the church?”

“And the wedding night...?” Maertyn handed Anryn the bottle. “Remember to kiss her. Wherever she asks you to, even if it sounds strange.”

Anryn felt his face grow hot. He pulled off the veil and let it rest around his shoulders. “Will that be enough...? I’ve never talked to a woman without my mother present, let alone kissed one. What if I’m bad at it?”

“We could leave instead,” Maertyn offered. “Try to break your curse.” 

“Have you ever tried to break yours?” Anryn asked. 

“Mine will last for eternity. That is the word written three times on my back,” Maertyn said. He took another sip of the whiskey. “I never tried to break it because... I did not think that I needed to. I lived. I ate, I drank... I drank a lot. I did not think...”

Anryn watched his face as Maertyn’s smile faded. The prince thought of the witch of Dorland tied to the stake. All alone, with no one to speak for him. A wild tenderness erupted from somewhere inside Anryn. That other prince emerged with it, and she reached for Maertyn’s hand.

“You didn’t think that you were worth saving,” the prince said.

Maertyn looked into her face. He did not smirk, scowl, or make the drunken smile that meant he was not listening. In that moment, Maertyn looked as lost as Anryn felt on the mountain on the day that they met. Desperate for any help God had to give him. 

“You said you didn’t want me to die,” said the other Anryn, the one who always knew just what to say. “If I live, I’ll be King—your king, Maertyn. And as your king, I command you: save yourself. Because you are worth saving, Maertyn Blackfire.”
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CHAPTER 19
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Beatrice waited at Gruffydd’s mansion for someone to fetch her. The roar of the crowd outside exhilarated her. She would have paced, but her ankle was not quite strong enough to last more than a quarter hour or so even pulling herself along the furniture, and she wanted to save her strength for her curtsey to Prince Anryniel. 

Aunt Alys, Lady and Sarah Tommasi, Little Mari Mayelor, and Lady Teqwyn fussed about her in the attic. Teqwyn and Tommasi had each brought maids from their house to help Beatrice prepare. Lady Kenon also sent her daughters to help. They were not permitted to address Beatrice directly, being of far lower rank, but they smiled and giggled. It was enough to remind Beatrice of her mother and sisters. It took some of the sting out of not having her family with her for the wedding. 

The ladies of Ammar scurried around her, going from chest to chest, pulling out Beatrice’s dresses, the collars, and veils she’d brought with her from Sanchia. They exclaimed over the needlework, the beading. They argued over which combination of them would be best for Beatrice to don when she first met the prince.

“Would you like a little of your makeup, my lady?” Sarah Tommasi offered. 

Aunt Alys sniffed. “The Queen will not like that.”

“The prince’s opinion is all that matters today,” Lady Teqwyn said. She gave Beatrice a wink. 

“Yes, I’d like a little liner for my eyes, please,” Beatrice said. It would make her feel more confident. Both before the prince and under the eyes of the Queen. Beatrice had not come face to face with her since she broke her ankle. 

In the end, she was obliged to do her own makeup. Sarah Tommasi was not skilled with eyeliner, and Mari Mayelor had gotten her fingers hopelessly stained from trying Beatrice’s rouge on her own cheeks and lips. 

Beatrice’s hands were steady as she swiped the fine silver powder along the lower lid of her eye, drawing the skin taut with a finger at her temple to make a wing out past the socket. The familiar touch of the brush on her face calmed her. Gave her some control over the moment.

Lady Teqwyn and Aunt Alys settled on a sky-blue gown for her with white lace collar, crowned with Beatrice’s second-favorite lavender veil. The one she had worn with Ciamon Caelt to the garden was stained. 

“You look lovely, my lady,” Lady Teqwyn said, settling the folds down around Beatrice’s shoulders. 

The ladies assembled before her to gaze. Beatrice saw soft smiles and misty eyes on each of their faces. As much as this was Beatrice’s moment, it was theirs, too. The women of Ammar longed for the wedding, for the romance and excitement of it. The cheers in the streets intoxicated them as much as it did her, and the ladies shared Beatrice’s impatience while they waited for someone to summon the bride to the palace to meet her prince. 

At last, Riccardo called up from the stairs for them to come down. Beatrice gave her hands to Aunt Alys and one of Lady Kenon’s daughters. They helped her to limp down the steps while Sarah and Lady Tommasi lifted the train of her veil to keep Beatrice from tripping. Beatrice fairly floated across the floor, out the door, and to the covered carriages awaiting the ladies. 

At the sight of her, the crowd broke into wild cheers for Sanchia. Beatrice stopped a moment to wave, beaming when she spied the blue dolphin banners pulsing in the hands of the men who jumped up and down while holding them. She turned back to the carriage intended for her, with the blue dolphin banner flapping away from the pole on its roof. 

Ciamon stood there, waiting to hand her into the carriage. He hadn’t gone off on another errand for Gruffydd after all. Beatrice took his hand. He reached under her elbow as he had so many times before and leaned toward her. That urgent sense of danger throbbed in the air between them and Beatrice felt her body tighten as he leaned across her. He reached for Aunt Alys’s wrist. 

“You will watch her, won’t you, Auntie?” Ciamon asked.

While he spoke, something heavy fell out of Ciamon’s coat into Beatrice’s lap. With his body spread over her, no one in the carriage saw it fall. Beatrice snatched it and hid it beneath her veil. 

“Of course, dear boy,” said Aunt Alys. “Now shut the door—the wind is mussing up my veil! And the noise... I shall go deaf.”

“That happened years ago, Auntie,” Sarah Teqwyn quipped. 

The ladies burst out laughing, and Ciamon stepped back from the carriage and shut the door. The carriage surged ahead to the palace. The trek was short, but crowded with well-wishers. Palace guards kept them back with arms and poles, but a half dozen hands were able to reach past them to pound on the sides of the carriage. The ladies laughed more, giddy with excitement. 

They drew up to the steps of the palace. Beatrice was obliged to wait while each of the ladies stepped down ahead of her. Alone for a brief moment, Beatrice turned over the heavy thing in her hand that Ciamon dropped. She recognized the weight of it, the feel of calfskin wrapped around the hilt. It was one of the knives from her trousseau. 

At last, a herald cried out her name. Aunt Alys offered her hand for Beatrice to step down. Beatrice hid her knife beneath the veil and made the long, slow, painful limp up the steps to where the King of Ammar waited, flanked by Riccardo and all the lords of the court, plus many men in dark priest’s robes Beatrice had not seen before. 

Before them stood a tall young man, resplendent in white velvet, a glittering sword at his side. He was shaking Riccardo’s hand, smiling. “Brother! At last! I humbly beg your permission to address the lady, your sister Beatrice.”

Riccardo shouted over the cheers of the crowd, “If the lady permits, Your Highness.”

Beatrice peered out of her veil and tightened her grip on the knife beneath it. This man wasn’t scrawny. He was a little taller than Riccardo, even. She glanced as far to the sides as the veil would allow. To one side, she saw the King of Ammar’s whispering to Gruffydd the Elder, whose face flushed red. Gruffydd’s eyes were glued to the man in white.

This isn’t Prince Anryniel, Beatrice concluded. This is Gruffydd’s son.

Now Beatrice focused her eyes on the man in front of her, the prince’s friend and rival. He was good-looking, Beatrice had to admit. A wide, generous face with a square jaw and bright, sparkling eyes. It was attractive, symmetrical. 

Beatrice found herself completely numb to it. Perhaps because she knew that a trick was being played on her. Or perhaps because she thought his nose was too straight and his lips too narrow. 

Whatever it was, the sentiment rendered Beatrice immune to the man’s charm. She was steady and calm as she curtsied. The man posing as Prince Anryniel bowed to her in return. He reached for her, his fingers crushing hers as he pulled her up beside him. 

“My betrothed, I greet you,” said the false prince. He brought her hand up between them and kissed it. The crowd gathered there all murmured in approval, charmed by the gallant display. As he stood, Gruffydd the Younger pulled Beatrice even closer. He whispered, “Are you as pretty under there as they say?”

“You’ll have to ask my husband,” Beatrice whispered back. She pressed the point of her knife through the veil, poking him lightly in his side. “I don’t think you want to see what’s under here.”

Gruffydd the Younger looked into her eyes and sucked a breath between his teeth. He didn’t let go of her hand, but he held it more carefully as he led her into the palace. 

*** 
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DRINKING WHISKEY BEFORE noon was a mistake, Anryn realized. As he and Maertyn made their way to the palace, the prince continuously forgot what they were doing and that he was supposed to be disguised as a woman. Each time Anryn remembered the plan anew, it made him chuckle. 

“Stop giggling,” Maertyn said. He steadied Anryn with both hands on the prince’s shoulders.

“I am a prince, I do not giggle,” Anryn said.

“Shh,” Maertyn said, steering Anryn by the shoulders through the crowd gathered at the side gate. 

Here, all was chaos as various servants came and went from the entrance, and the carriages from the prince’s retinue waited to be unloaded. By now, Professor Lawson and Griff would be inside, Anryn thought. The head of the King’s bedchamber would give instructions for housing the Prince of Ammar’s retinue, and then Maertyn and Anryn could slip inside and make their way to the prince’s rooms undetected. 

While they waited, Maertyn took out his flask and filled it from one more of the bottles in his case. At last, the second footman guarding the back entrance called out Professor Lawson’s name to summon his attendants forward. Maertyn pushed Anryn forward. The prince trod on the hem of his veil as he teetered up the steps. 

Something like nostalgia swept over Anryn as he recognized the familiar sights and scents of his home. The feeling was not as warm as it had been at the sight of Amwarren University, but it was reassuring. Here, at least, Prince Anryn knew where he was and what to do. 

Until he forgot again. Somewhere in the winding servants’ corridors and staircases, Anryn became separated from Maertyn. In the crush of strangers and servants all trying to find their place in the chaos, Anryn was confused about where he was headed. Dozens of men and women pushed past them in every direction, coming and going from the narrow servants’ hallways. 

Anryn decided, with the flimsy logic of whiskey, that it was safer to step out into the main halls to find his way to his old bedchamber. The prince felt confident this was a reasonable decision—it was his own home, wasn’t it? With the added protection of the veil, the Prince of Ammar was practically invincible. Or was it “invisible?” Anryn giggled.

The prince stepped out into the main halls. Instantly, Anryn recognized the second floor, east wing of the palace, near the library. Portraits of the royal family lined the walls here. The ugly gold and red rugs spread all along the polished wood floor here, muffling the squeak from the parquet. Anryn smiled, remembering the way from here to his room. 

Anryn stopped at the staircase. Five veiled women swept up toward him. Even drunk, even through a veil, he recognized the woman at their center. Forgetting again that he was disguised—that he was stalked by assassins, that he was under a mage’s curse, that there were a dozen other reasons to keep his mouth shut—Anryn bowed to the Queen of Ammar. 

“Mom,” Anryn said. 

The other ladies drew up short, but Queen Eva continued up the steps. When she drew level with Anryn, her hand shot out from beneath the long folds of her veil and slapped him. His face stung as his mother ripped the veil off of the prince’s head. 

Now her ladies recognized him and they cried out, dropping into curtseys. 

“Why—Prince Anryniel! You’ve... grown,” said one of them. Anryn was ashamed to realize he could tell none of them apart, though these were the mothers of his classmates at Amwarren. He’d been away for four years and forgotten the sounds of their voices, the silhouettes of their faces behind lace and gauze. 

Queen Eva shook the veil at Anryn. “What foolishness has Griff gotten you into now? Skulking around, dressed like a woman... Your father will have a stroke if he sees you like this! Are you trying to kill him, Anryniel?” 

“I’m sorry, Mom,” Anryn said. 

He tried not to giggle. He thought that there was some reason he should be mad at his mother, but he couldn’t remember what it was. Before he could gather his scattered thoughts, the women around him sank into even deeper bows. The Queen stood back and lowered her head. 

Anryn felt the familiar sting of his father’s cold, hard fingers on his neck. The knuckles popped as the King of Ammar squeezed.

“Welcome home,” King Anathas said. “Where the Hell have you been?”

Anryn no longer felt like giggling. The King dragged his son into the throne room by the scruff of his neck. The council table was already set, the chairs arranged on either side. The lords Gruffydd, Teqwyn, Tommasi, Eyiffoen, Kenon, and Llennava all stood around the room, silent and tense. Maps of the city were spread across the table, lines of bright red ink traced across them like bloody gashes.

Griff was there already, seated in one of the council chairs like a child put into a corner. Anryn’s sword was on the table in front of him. Dividing the room between the old generation of Ammar and the new over its bleeding flesh. 

The King threw Anryn into a chair beside Griff. 

“Explain yourselves,” he shouted. “Where in God’s name have you been? You brought witches to Mahaut. Prancing around the palace in a dress... Have you lost your mind?”

“No, no, Father, it’s alright. I was traveling incognito,” Anryn explained. 

“Whatever for?” Lord Teqwyn asked. “Is this some childish prank? Some new bachelor’s game young men play?”

“There were assassins,” Anryn said. “In Dorland... The plan was to see if they were waiting here in Mahaut. That’s why we went to Java... The witches are harmless. They just wanted to put flowers in the water and come to the wedding... There was a fire, but they put it out.” 

“You bleat like a goddamned sheep,” King Anathas said. 

All the lords were frowning, Anryn realized. The more the prince tried to explain, the more ridiculous he sounded to himself. The whiskey was wearing off. His sense of invincibility was long gone. Anryn glanced at Griff, hoping he would say something sober-sounding. 

“I have... grave concerns about the prince’s mental fortitude,” Griff said. He would not look at Anryn.

“How dare you,” Anryn snarled. “You were there! Are you pretending now that my life is not in danger?”

“Ryn, I didn’t say that...” Griff began.

The King slammed both hands on the table to interrupt them. Anryn’s sword rattled. The clang of it overloud in the prince’s head. 

“Did my son forget how to write?” King Anathas demanded. “Do I not pay forty thousand sovereigns a year for an entire wing of Amwarren where there is paper and ink and a room full of people whose job it is to bring the crown news of your health? If there were real danger, why didn’t you write home?”

“Father... the assassin could have been in the University’s mailroom for all that I knew,” Anryn argued. His temper flared, stoked by Griff’s backstabbing insult. He could hear the shrill whine in his voice, but he couldn’t stop himself. “I couldn’t just come straight home until I had some idea who gave the order to the men at Dorland who attacked me. I swear to God, I was not trying to defy you or avoid the wedding, but to save myself.”

“Is my son so craven?” the King interrupted. “You are a Prince of Ammar, Anryniel. Strength. Confidence. These things must come from you if you are ever to be king.” 

Anryn lowered his head. He felt the lifelong crush of his father’s disappointment settle over him. The familiar feeling of humiliation stinging Anryn’s eyes—or was it the dehydration from the whiskey? 

“Your Highness,” Griff ventured. “I believe... I believe that agents of Nynomath have come to Ammar. The prince claims that men in my service attacked him at Dorland when His Highness attended a witch’s trial there. I felt it necessary to divert us to Java to draw out whatever fiend was behind the alleged plot. But... we were not attacked there until we went to attend to the witches of Java. I believe that mages have come to Ammar to seek them out.”

Anryn rolled his watering eyes at Griff. So much for their reconciliation. First, the bastard cast doubt on the prince’s mental state, and now he took credit for Professor Lawson’s ideas? If the King hadn’t had Anryn’s sword so close to him, the prince might’ve grabbed it right then and stabbed Griff. In front of both their fathers. 

Gruffydd the Younger’s words reached the King when Anryn’s hadn’t. He turned and regarded Griff with real seriousness. “Mages? In Ammar?”

“Are you sure, son? They haven’t crossed the border in over a decade,” Gruffydd said. 

“They may be coming another way, over the mountain. Or perhaps they’ve arrived disguised,” said Teqwyn. “We can double the watch in the streets. Reinforce the prison in the square...”

“I’ll give the order,” said Eyiffoen. “Someone should send men to the kitchens to safeguard the food prepared for tonight. We may want to cancel the gift-giving feast in the morning...”

“No, this will let them know that we are onto them,” Lord Kenon started to argue. 

The lords, now engaged, drew apart to set their tasks and bicker among themselves for who would do what to protect the Prince of Ammar during the wedding. Griff rolled his shoulders, shrugging off the tension. The King dismissed him with a glance. Anryn rose to go with Griff, but King Anathas glared at the prince, and Anryn sat back down. 

The King ignored his son for another half hour while he gave instructions to each of the lords. When they had gone, he stalked around the table to Anryn’s side. 

“Assassins...?” King Anathas said. His hand shot out and seized Anryn by the arm. He hauled the prince to his feet and squinted into his face. “There is not a scratch on you. You’re hardly bigger than you were when you left Mahaut. You expect me to believe you survived not one, but two attempts on your life without even a split lip to show for it?”

“You think that I’m lying?” Anryn said. “Hit me right now. Give me the split lip you think that I need to be convincing.”

The King glared at his son. The prince glared right back, not daring to let his eyes go cross. If the Anathas knew that Anryn was a witch, the prince was sure that his father would kill him.  

“Are you drunk right now?” the King asked.

“A little, sire.” Anryn was almost grateful when his father slapped him. The prince didn’t See it coming. 

King Anathas shoved Anryn’s sword belt at him. “Put that back on. Come with me.”

The King led Anryn from the council room, up the stairs. More stairs. All the way to the top of the palace at Mahaut, where the battlements fanned out from the hulking towers. From here, the roads all stretched below in any direction. Colorful and teeming with the crowds far below where they danced in the streets, the wedding festivities already underway. 

The Lightning King pointed down at the crowds. “How many are there, Anryn? How many witches now walk the streets in Mahaut?”

“I haven’t counted them, sire,” Anryn said. “A few hundred? What does it matter? They are here as my guests, for the wedding. They put their trust in God, and their King to defend them, the same as Your other subjects. They’re harmless.”

“They are harmless now,” King Anathas corrected. “A few flower petals, some incense... I, too, went to Amwarren when I was young. It’s a childish conceit to play with little things in Nature and imagine that we can influence the will of God. Outside of childhood, it becomes blasphemy. How long can a king, God’s anointed, hold his throne if his subjects challenge the authority of God Himself?”

Anryn swallowed. He struggled for the words he needed to reassure the King that he was what a son should be—loyal, intelligent, pious. Anryn needed his father to see those qualities in him, or the prince was just as dead as he’d have been in Dorland without the witch, just as dead on the mountain without Maertyn. 

“I believe in God, Your Highness,” Anryn said. He let that other Anryn speak, to try to tell his father some version of the truth. He was her father, too, after all. “In Java, I drank the waters and had a vision. I can hardly explain it, but... it confirmed for me that there is something more than ourselves. Some divine purpose. As your heir, and one day king of this land, I will guard Ammar and her people—all of her people—from harm. I will be the king that Ammar needs.”

The Lightning King sighed. “What do you suppose makes a king? Some oils and a few words of God passed through a priest? A piece of paper? Royalty is image, Anryniel. Legend. As we speak of God and Nature, so too must the men of Ammar speak of their king. A king may be pious. Or fractious. Even a little...” 

King Anathas looked at the skirt Anryn wore over his trousers. 

“Ridiculous,” he continued. “But a king must never be weak. His authority cannot be challenged, no more than God’s can.”

The Lightning King’s hand shot out and closed over the back of Anryn’s head. In a furious motion, the old man thrust his son’s head out over the edge of the battlements. Anryn’s fingers scrambled on the wood, frantic to find purchase. The skirts around his ankles tripped him and Anryn would have fallen if not for the King’s fingers digging into his scalp.

“So I ask again,” King Anathas said. “How many true witches are down there, Anryn? How many threaten Our divine right to rule in Ammar?”

He might really kill me, Anryn thought. Always until that moment, the prince had been so sure that the King of Ammar wanted him alive—needed him alive. Now, half-dangled out over the battlements, Anryn realized that King Anathas didn’t value his only child’s life so highly. Not more highly than he valued his own authority. 

“Have you seen it for yourself?” the Lightning King demanded. “Have you seen the wrath of Nature that a witch can wreak on Ammar if left unchecked?”

“Yes, I have!” Anryn said. He tried to push back against his father’s hand. He hated the sound of fear he heard in his own voice. “At Dorland. A tornado.”

“Those can wipe out entire armies. Crushed to death inside your armor by the wind,” the King said. 

He held Anryn a moment longer, then yanked him back onto the battlement and let go. Anryn stepped back and clutched the place on his scalp where the King’s fingers had scratched him. He blinked back tears of terror. His father gazed at him, his icy blue eyes unblinking. If King Anathas could see the treacherous anger in his own son, he didn’t show it. 

“And the mages at Java... Is it true what Gruffydd’s son says?” the King continued as if they carried on a normal conversation. 

Careful how you answer, the other Anryn whispered. If the prince told his father all that had happened with the mages at Java, he would have to tell the king about Maertyn. There was no way the Lightning King would believe that Anryn slew two mages on his own. That would have been a lie, and Anryn knew better than to outright lie to his father.

“There may have been,” Anryn said. “In Java, someone convinced the governor to subvert Your Majesty’s justice. What other gain could there be in smuggling witches than to trade them to mages?”

“Hm. Perhaps,” the King said. He stared at his son long and hard. Anryn didn’t notice the trickle running from his nose until his father reached out to touch his face. King Anathas rubbed Anryn’s blood between his fingers. “The waters of Java didn’t do you much good, it seems.” 

Anryn seethed. All the effort of the past months to return to Mahaut, all that work to stay alive long enough to please his father, and this was his reward? Now indeed Anryn felt justified in keeping secrets from his father, not out of self-preservation, but out of sheer spite. 

The only thing I owe the bastard is to outlive him, Anryn thought. And be King after he dies.
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CHAPTER 20 
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Professor Lawson paced the length of Prince Anryn’s apartments. He flapped his hands by his sides while the servants moved luggage into the room and began to unpack. He tried not to reach for his throat, though the phantom thrust of the dreaded spike felt closer now than ever. 

He felt sick with dread, worrying whether he could offer the boy counsel before his father got to him. Anryn’s survival was all down to the exchange of information now. If Professor Lawson could manage to tell the King what he needed without telling him too much, he might yet avoid the dull red X of the prisoner’s dilemma. 

In the brief moments of Gruffydd the Younger’s arrival to the palace, he’d explained as best he could. When they had been standing in the vestibule, while Gruffydd stood outside greeting the court from the steps, Professor Lawson whispered a few urgent words into King Anathas’s ear—Prince Anryniel’s life was in danger, and Gruffydd’s son posed as the prince to draw out the assassins. 

He hadn’t mentioned the witches.

“I sent my son to school to learn statecraft, not theater,” the King had said, his voice pitched low to reach only Professor Lawson’s ears. “What sort of counsel do you give the boy?”

Before Professor Lawson had been able to reply, Queen Eva had touched the King’s arm. His sovereign sent him off with only a flick of his flinty eyes. 

Now Professor Lawson wondered whether he’d chosen the wrong information to share—or merely the wrong timing. It was a relief that the Lightning King had not berated him there in the vestibule, but the lack of an immediate reaction might only mean the King saved his anger to direct toward his son. 

A waste of a good mind, the professor thought. He glanced around Prince Anryn’s apartments, noting the utter lack of any family portraits or personal touches. He supposed most of Anryn’s things were still at Amwarren, waiting to be sent. Even so, someone had managed to decorate the rooms at the palace for the wedding. Scarlet banners hung in all the rooms, and bright red and white flowers were arranged in vases. Garlands of green leaves symbolizing fertility hung from the canopied bed, and white silk sheets were made up beneath the heavy velvet coverlet. 

Professor Lawson sat in one of the matching slipper chairs by the prince’s bed to wait while valets raced about. He drummed his fingers and wiggled his toes. How a mage had enspelled him so easily, Professor Lawson could not imagine. All his life he’d kept moving, as the priests had instructed from childhood. It must have been easier to ensnare a distracted mind than the priests realized. 

The minutes dragged by while the cheers in the streets rose to a fevered pitch. He wished fervently for the appointment book stolen from his desk—if he could review his notes on the wedding schedule, he would know down to the minute where everyone was meant to be at that moment. The professor would have liked to have been there when Beatrice of Sanchia arrived, to coach young Gruffydd in the manner in which he should greet the woman who was to be the prince’s intended. But the real Prince of Ammar took precedence. He waited.

At last, Maertyn Blackfire stumbled into Prince Anryn’s rooms. He carried a case of bottles under his arm, two of which were already empty. 

“In God’s name, Master Blackfire, it’s barely noon,” Professor Lawson said. He took the case from Maertyn and looked into the hall. “What happened? Where is the prince?”

“I do not know,” Maertyn admitted. “Do you want one? It is stronger than I thought that it would be, and it tastes like trees.” 

“Get a hold of yourself,” the professor said. At a complete loss, he began to lecture: “This is a critical moment, Master Blackfire. The prince’s plan rests on sussing out his assassins by deception. I confess, it has its weaknesses—the boys’ fathers surely know what the two of them look like... But if it’s a member of Lady Beatrice of Sanchia’s party who means Anryniel harm, this is the moment we would ascertain their intent.” 

Maertyn blinked at him, bleary and uncomprehending. “I thought it was her father who wanted her dead?”

“Beatrice’s father? The Duke of Sanchia? No, no. He is most eager for a royal crown for his daughter. He has four of them, and each marriage he can secure only grows his wealth. The previous Duke, perhaps, still had cause to resist Ammarish influence, but he was deposed thirty years ago...” Professor Lawson squinted at Maertyn. “Or do you mean Prince Anryniel? Has the prince’s disguise confused you?”

“She does look pretty in a veil.” Maertyn rubbed a hand across his face. “If someone is still trying to kill Anryn, they will still try. They do not care about disguises.”

“The disguise is only to eliminate Sanchia as a possibility,” Professor Lawson clarified. He waved his hand as if he gestured to his slate at the front of the lecture hall in Amwarren. “In the terms of the marriage contract, Sanchia can cancel the transfer of the Golden Fleet if Beatrice is returned to them. This only happens if Anryniel were to die before they are legally wedded, which occurs with the bedding ceremony. If all this goes according to plan with no further attempt on the prince’s life between the church and the bedroom tomorrow, then it could not be Sanchia who plots Prince Anryn’s death.” 

“What is a bedding ceremony?” Maertyn said. 

Professor Lawson sighed. He might as well be explaining diplomacy to a frog. A drunk frog. For the first time, the professor missed Gruffydd the Younger and his insipid observations—at the very least, they echoed the point the professor tried to make. 

Yet Maertyn Blackfire was not a fool, he conceded. What the man knew, he knew. Without his esoteric well of knowledge, neither Professor Lawson nor Prince Anryn would have been alive at that moment. 

You were the only man Anryn would follow into Nynomath, Maertyn had said. The words now gnawed at him. 

Professor Lawson squeezed his hands together to stop them from their useless flutters in the air. He fretted over whether he reached the limit of the value that he could provide Prince Anryn. Despite his years of study and practice in law and diplomacy, Amwarren’s leading professor of law and diplomacy could not work out the source of an assassination plot. He felt he had all the variables, but could not place them in any formula that he knew to calculate power. 

It could not be the King; no rational man would eliminate his only heir, lynchpin to an alliance nearly twenty years in the making. It was unlikely to be Nynomath—if mages had wanted the prince dead, that was easily accomplished without the insidious theft of the professor’s own face. 

No, the threat had to be closer to home, Professor Lawson reasoned. If no move were made between now and the bedding ceremony, it may be that the bride herself had a knife hidden under the pillow. He went to check, tugging the heavy velvet drapes back from the four-poster bed.

Professor Lawson drew up short at the sight of the folded velvet coverlet, strewn with flower petals and a Winze doll laid atop them. For some reason, the King’s words now echoed in his mind. What sort of counsel do you give the boy?

He turned back to Maertyn. “Master Blackfire, I’ve changed my mind. Pour me a glass of the Daleinne you have there.”

Maertyn picked through the bottles in his case. “Which one is it?”

“Middle row, third from your left,” Professor Lawson said. “It is a light gold color. A single malt whiskey with toffee and nectarine flavors.”

Professor Lawson drank it down. He imagined where it burned in his throat was the path the spike would travel when they mounted his head upon it. He glanced at Maertyn and thought that he would likely require a bigger spike. 

Unless it’s the stake for him.

He weighed his next words before each left his mouth, teetering at the brink of his conscience: “Can you... see anything? As the prince has asked you to?” 

“No,” Maertyn sipped from the bottle. His lips stretched in a grimace and a brightness seemed to kindle within his eyes. Professor Lawson had seen him make this face before—in the carriage while the fire burned all around him. 

Thus far, the professor had rationalized his contact with witches. The fools dancing around the carriage, the desperate souls in the woods—this man with his uncanny timing and prodigious capacity for drink... All of them were a means to see Prince Anryniel safely onto the Blood Throne. It was even as the prince said: they were his subjects, also. 

But now, the professor found himself on a road that led well past the point of suborning heresy. It led to the red X on a grid of four squares. Guiding Anryn to the throne was more than agreeing to the young man’s every impulse. To be a worthy ally to King Anryniel, he would have to do more than go along with events. He needed to understand them and try to shape them with his influence. 

Starting with this man that somehow seemed to be at the center of it all. 

“Master Blackfire... What happened to you, in Nynomath?” he asked. “The mages believe that the Winze is all our sins made flesh. Lust and pride, greed and envy... You seem to harbor none of those inferiorities.”

He watched Maertyn’s face. Some of the bright violence in those eyes faded, replaced by a shadow of suffering. The look might have been the same on any of the thousands of students Professor Lawson educated. An unlined face burdened by worry, with none of the greed or avarice associated with Hell. 

Maertyn looked down at the bottle between his hands and began to roll it across his palms. “They cursed me. I killed them and I left.”

“Ah... I see,” Professor Lawsons said. He pressed for more, hoping to draw out some detail that could tell him who Maertyn had killed—some clue as to why had the mages called him by the name of the bad luck dolls. “And afterward? You came home to Ammar?” 

“I came home,” Maertyn said. “But... part of me did not come back. The part that could age.”  

It was such an odd thing to say, and yet the whiskey opened Professor Lawson’s mind beyond the bounds of what it could contain. He considered with all seriousness what Maertyn said and concluded that some aspect of it must be true. 

The mages in the woods were utterly convinced that he was something dire. After all, Maertyn did have some curious effect on those around him. Prince Anryniel stood up straighter and saw his father’s kingdom with fresh eyes. Gruffydd the Younger was more sober and humble. And Professor Lawson had discovered in himself the temerity to reach far beyond his station and even shift his loyalty from King Anathas to Prince Anryniel—all starting from the moment he’d found this raving drunk outside his office. 

“If you find yourself on the same road twice, be sure to read the signs the second time,” the professor quoted. He sketched a sign of blessing in the air between them, his sincerity and the dram of whiskey steadying his fingers. “And if you find yourself on it a third time, Master Blackfire, then I shall indeed believe that you were cursed with immortality. For I cannot imagine a Hell more complete than making the same mistakes again and again for an eternity.”

***
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ALL THE VISITORS OF Sanchia came to the palace to join Beatrice and Riccardo as they dined together apart from Prince Anryniel’s party, freed for the night from the customs of their host country.

The festival air flowed through the streets of Mahaut well into the evening. Tables were brought into the street and set with food and drink—Gruffydd’s braised meats and spiced cheeses. Minstrels, jugglers, and priests all walked up and down the length of the capital, singing and performing for the crowds. The oil lamps were lit and torches planted in every garden bed. Men and women gathered beneath their glow to toast to the wedding and to dance. 

Beatrice was grateful to throw her veil over the back of a chair and forget about it. More grateful still to see the trunks of her trousseau brought to the palace and displayed for the guests. The rest of her knives were there in the trunks, with a note from her mother wrapped around the silk parcel that held them.

My baby, Duchess Sofia wrote. Pretend they are forks. Feast well. Love, Mom!

Beatrice cried when she read it to Riccardo. He patted her head and held her close. They hadn’t hugged like this in months. 

“Sanchia won’t forget you, Bea,” he said. “If they are cruel to you, if you are unhappy, you could always come home to visit. Bring your husband—maybe teach him to use one of those knives...”

Beatrice glanced at Riccardo. “Do you know what game they were trying to play today, sending Gruffydd’s son to pose as Anryniel?” 

Riccardo rolled his eyes and puffed into the top of his cup before taking a sip. “Ammarish clowns. They’re twitchy and suspicious. I can’t wait to go home...” 

“I wish I could go with you,” Beatrice said. 

It was half-true. Beatrice’s eyes scanned the hall, but of course, Ciamon Caelt was not there. He would be on the other side of the palace, where Prince Anryniel had his own feast with his father and the lords. She wondered how Ciamon had snuck a knife from her trousseau with no one noticing. 

Beatrice took one out of its case with a flourish to catch the light from the lamps. The guests around her cheered as she twirled it in her hand. It had been months since Beatrice had held so much as a butter knife. She delighted in the weight of the hilt in her hand and the way that her muscles remembered how to wield it. 

“Throw it, throw it, woman!” someone chanted. 

Others took up the cry, banging their hands on the tabletops and laughing. Beatrice laughed along with them. She tossed the knife and caught it. They shouted louder, goading her to fling it at a painting on the wall. 

Beatrice took a sip of wine and lined herself for the throw. Her target was one of their religious paintings—a nude angel with its wings torn off, reaching to heaven. Even in agony, the artist painted her to look pretty and white with high, round breasts. 

Angels didn’t have to cover themselves, Beatrice thought, resentfully. 

She raised her hand above her head, sure that she would miss and hit the candelabra next to it. She swung her arm down and released the hilt when her elbow was almost but not quite straight. She kept her wrist still and let the weight of the blade drag itself end over end into a spin. 

The knife sank into the painting with a satisfying thump, right above the angel’s nipple. The feast hall erupted with cheers and whoops of victory. Beatrice covered her face with her hands and screamed in delight.

“Oh my God, Bea, it went through the wall behind it!” Riccardo yelled. “Probably scared some servant back there half to death.”

Beatrice laughed. She got up from the table and went to the painting. She stumbled, the sting from her broken ankle piercing the fog of the wine in her head. Beatrice tried to pull the knife out of the painting. It was stuck a little too high for her to reach. 

She turned to ask Riccardo to get it down for her, but he had already lost interest. A pretty lady at one of the tables made eyes at the Duke’s son, and he was sauntering her way. Beatrice knew she would not get her brother’s attention back for the rest of the night. Beatrice limped back to her chair. Each throb from her ankle sobered her.

Alone with her knives, Beatrice watched the party, quite forgotten. While she vaguely recognized some faces, the two dozen men and women there before her were strangers to her. Try as Beatrice might to imagine that she was home in Sanchia that night, feasting among friends who did not care if a woman went barefaced, who sang out about love and war with equal passion, she knew that she was already gone from them. 

Beatrice pulled the veil from the back of the chair and wrapped it around her shoulders. The next day, she would become a Princess of Ammar. 

“I’m going to find the privy,” Beatrice announced. 

No one heard her. The men laughed and tickled the women. The women laughed and sat on their laps. They were all drunk and flirting, completely oblivious to the guest of honor as she slipped from the room into the servants’ hall.

Two valets dozed on stools by the door, waiting for the party to end so that they could begin clearing up. It must have been later than she thought. Even the Queen would be asleep at that hour.

Beatrice pulled the veil up over her head. She crept along the hall, not knowing exactly where she meant to go. The wine from dinner soured her thoughts. How dare the prince play a trick on her, sending Gruffydd the Younger to pose as himself? What a childish prank! Nowhere near as funny or benign as throwing a knife at a painting, surely, Beatrice told herself.

I’m going to play a prank on the prince, Beatrice decided. Maybe she’d leave one of her knives by his bed—with a note. Something romantic. That sounded like a good idea. She hiccupped.

Beatrice limped through the halls, trying to find the prince’s room. She found a staircase and then another. With her veil over her face, she was able to step out into the halls to get her bearings. Once, when she thought she might be discovered, she ducked back into a narrow servants’ chamber. She tripped over some white candles on the ground. 

Beatrice noticed light streaming from a seam into the hall. She pressed her face to it. It was a bedroom, turned down for the night. A grand bedroom with a great canopied bed and the golden sunbeams of Ammar embroidered all over the curtains. Long wax candles lit the room, and a low fire crackled. 

Beatrice heard a clatter and then felt the rush of air through the seam as a door opened. There was scuffling and noise.

“Come on, peasant, use your legs...!”

“I am not... spinning. Do not tickle me. Leave my shoes on my feet!” 

Someone laughed and Beatrice saw a shadow lurch in front of the fire. Two men, one holding up the other, stumbling toward the bed. 

“Come on, into bed. Come on... I’ll put the basin here for you to throw up in...”

“Oh, this is your bed? I am going to throw up in your bed...” 

Beatrice saw the shadow shift and break apart. A small man and a near giant! The shorter one heaved the large man onto the bed and straightened. Firelight glinted on the golden hilt of a sword. Beatrice recognized it as the one that Gruffydd the Younger posed with earlier that day. 

This is the real Prince of Ammar, Beatrice thought. She watched him kneel by the fire and smother it with an iron shovel. He really was scrawny, Beatrice observed. Not much taller than me! 

She wanted to be angry. Beatrice wanted to hate him. But her anger fizzled out with the fire when the prince started to pull his shirt from over his head. In its place, a little thrill twisted in Beatrice’s stomach, not unlike the feeling she got when Ciamon held her hand. 

The sight of bare skin in the candlelight held her attention. It was more skin than Beatrice had seen in months. That made it something rare, special. It made her forget that he was short and forget that she should be angry with him. 

The prince stiffened. His head whipped around, turned toward Beatrice’s hiding place. He drew his sword and pointed it right at the place in the wall where the seam formed. 

“Come out of there,” the prince demanded. 

Beatrice pushed at the wall. It was a hidden servants’ door that swung open on well-oiled hinges. Beatrice stepped into the room. 

“Who are you?” Prince Anryniel asked.

“I’m Beatrice of Sanchia,” Beatrice answered. When he didn’t lower his sword, she reached up and pulled off her veil. “Tomorrow, I’m going to be your wife.”

“Maertyn?” the prince called toward the bed. A dull snore answered him. 

“Goddamn peasant,” the prince hissed. He lowered his sword. 

They stared at each other for a long moment. Handsome was the wrong word for Anryniel. Striking, Beatrice thought. With light blond hair and the shape of Queen Eva’s eyes, if not their color. She was relieved that he was not ugly.

“You are very beautiful,” the prince said. A flush crept up Anryniel’s cheeks. 

“Thank you,” said Beatrice. “They told me the man I met today on the steps who wore your sword was you. I knew that wasn’t true. You played a trick on me. That’s why I had to come to see you for myself. And to ask you: Do you want to marry me, Prince Anryniel of Ammar? Do you?”

“I do,” he said. The Prince of Ammar seemed to realize he was still holding his sword. He put it back in its sheath. “I do want to marry you.”

“Then you’d better explain yourself,” Beatrice demanded. “I’ve been waiting. Months. Why did you send Gruffydd’s son today to meet me for the first time in your place? I don’t want to marry a coward.”

“I’m not a coward,” Anryniel said. 

The man on the bed moaned. “Do not grind your teeth...”

“Shut up and go to sleep, Maertyn,” the prince snapped. He stepped a little closer to Beatrice and lowered his voice to speak to her. “I’m not a coward, I’m just cautious. I’m sorry I didn’t come to see you myself. I... I want to tell you everything, but I don’t know where to begin.”

Beatrice glared up into his face. She wondered whether Queen Eva looked like this beneath her veil when she had been young. Anryniel looked nothing like the Lightning King. 

Under her glare, the prince blushed. He glanced away. His gaze fell on the little table by the bed. It was set with a silver tray, a fine crystal decanter, and a set of glass snifters. He went to it and started to pour an amber-colored liquid into a glass. 

“Maybe we should start with a drink,” the prince asked.

“Is it allowed?” Beatrice asked. She limped a little toward him. “The rules here are so rigid, we weren’t even allowed to dine together tonight. Is it allowed to drink with me before we are man and wife?”

“I won’t tell if you won’t,” Anryniel said. He poured a second glass and brought it to her. He tapped the rim of his glass against hers. “To my future wife.”

Beatrice sipped. She winced at the smoky taste of it. “This tastes like shoe leather.”

“It does—it’s awful. But it’s what Maertyn drinks, so it’s all I keep around.” Prince Anryniel laughed. The sound of it was charming. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. I was not trying to play a trick on you today. The trick was intended for someone else.”

Beatrice sipped the drink again, even though she didn’t like it. Standing here with the prince, drinking in secret, she felt again like she was a great lady. The moment felt small and simple, but it left Beatrice brimming with importance. On impulse, she took the prince’s hand.

“Who were you trying to trick?” she whispered. 

The prince’s hand tightened around hers. “An assassin.” 

The word cut through the dark like a knife. Beatrice shivered. “Who would try to kill you...?”

“I don’t know. I thought that it might be you.” Anryniel laughed.

Beatrice laughed, too. “Do I look like I could kill you, Your Highness?” 

“Honestly?” He looked her up and down. Then he glanced behind her at the secret door she’d snuck through. “Griff said you pulled a knife on him. You seem like you could sneak up on the King himself if you wanted. But what happened to your leg...?”

“I twisted my ankle. Sneaking up on the King,” Beatrice said. She winked and hoped that Anryniel appreciated sarcasm. 

They looked at each other. In another moment, Beatrice thought they might have kissed. Then the man on the bed rolled over and vomited onto the floor. The Prince of Ammar let go of Beatrice’s hand and turned back toward the bed with a murderous look on his face. 

“Maertyn, I swear to God...” the prince hissed. He turned back to Beatrice. “I am so sorry about him, m’lady.”

Beatrice wanted to stay and fish for more compliments. As starved as she was for words of approval, Beatrice remembered her mother’s advice to always leave a man wanting more. Her ankle throbbed, a reminder that there were less elegant ways to leave a party. 

“It’s alright. I should go,” Beatrice said. She handed the prince her glass. “Good night, Your Highness.”

“You can call me Anryn,” the prince blurted out. 

Beatrice blushed. She decided she would not say his familiar name to him until it was time to recite their vows the next day. The pain in her ankle throbbed while she curtseyed to her soon-to-be husband. Then she limped back into the servants’ hall. 

Beatrice was so pleased with her stylish exit that she did not realize that she’d left her veil behind in the prince’s room. She had to wear one of the tablecloths from her feast pulled down over her head for the ride back to Gruffydd’s mansion. 
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CHAPTER 21
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Now Maertyn saw faces in his nightmares. The nine mages who stood around him had never looked clearer in his mind than in the dream. Maertyn saw more little details he didn’t know that he remembered. The shape of a nose, the curve of a lip, beards, moles. The last mage to stand before him had long golden curls. Maertyn remembered it now because, in his nightmare, the curls turned red when her blood ran down her face. 

So much blood. It tickled his ribs as it ran down his sides. Pooled under his knees where he knelt on the cold marble floor. It mingled with the blood of all the others carved up under the great Dome of Nynomath while the stars wheeled overhead. 

What did I ever do that was so bad? He wanted to scream at them. I missed my wife. That was all.

Your star is dark, was the reply. No light can come near it. You bring only misery and woe.

Maertyn rolled over and vomited, only half-aware that he was awake and alive—and not under the Dome. His head reeled and his vision blurred with each throb of his head. When it steadied, he was relieved to see the floor underneath his vomit was made of wood, not marble. He’d just missed the brass basin on the floor.

Maertyn lifted his head slowly. More of the room swam into his vision: plush red curtains, white morning sunlight, brick fireplaces. He was somewhere even finer than Amwarren, with polished pretty things on every surface instead of books. 

Anryn sat on a chair beside the bed, just out of range of his filth. Her sword was across her knees with a purple silk sheet across her chest. She slept with her face propped against one hand. The other she kept wrapped around the hilt of her blade. 

It was as if she guarded his sleep, Maertyn thought. It should have been the other way around. 

Maertyn looked around the room again, with the Sight turned onto every detail. For the first time, he saw the seams in the walls where secret doors would open and shut. One was open now to let a little man into the room, carrying firewood in a flat basket. Two more servants followed, unobtrusively collecting discarded clothes and empty bottles. One eyed the puddle of vomit by the bed and glanced at Maertyn, uncertain whether or not to begin cleaning it.

Self-conscious, Maertyn got out of the bed and stepped around his mess. He picked Anryn up out of the chair, sword and all, and replaced her in the bed where he’d been sleeping. When he stepped back, the servants swept in to take off the prince’s shoes and gently pry her fingers off of her sword. 

They would not hurt her, Maertyn understood. These were men who lived and died by order and routine. Their prince was one more point by which they oriented themselves. Anryn herself had said it: no one would touch her when she was King. Ammar depended on the order royalty brought to its people.

At a loss for what to do, or how to help, Maertyn left the prince’s bedroom via the servants’ hall. He used the Sight to guide him through its sharp angles and blind corners. He led himself down and out into a kitchen courtyard where the morning routine was already underway. 

Here, Maertyn felt more at home. There was a little garden like the one at his house. The smells of bread, salt, and beer blanketed the air, covering the stench of the city surrounding the palace. Servants were already at work here, too, collecting kitchen herbs and hauling water. Hopeful for a bath, Maertyn followed the trail of servants and was shocked to find an indoor well, an entire house built over the top of it. 

Mahaut was unlike any place Maertyn had ever been, even Nynomath. The buildings pressed in close all around him, blotting out the sky. The streets were full of people, some of whom were even taller than him. No one looked twice at him when he walked up and down with Anryn the day before. 

Maertyn sipped the cool, metallic water from the well and tried to remember more from his dream. He hoped to recall something that would help him hunt the mages now stalking Anryn. Maertyn was sure that they would come if they were not already there. 

The question was how to find them. Maertyn’s Sight only extended as far as what was in front of him. He looked around the courtyard and only Saw the servants of the palace coming and going as their day began. Outside the high wall of the kitchen garden, Maertyn thought he might find more to See. He set off into Mahaut, leaving through the side gate.

The sun lit up the streets of the city as Maertyn walked. Long shadows stretched from clumps of men and women sleeping rough in the streets. He looked at the huddles of them, saw the slack and peaceful faces. He knew that they were sleeping, but the Sight made it seem to him, with a trick of the light, like they lay there dead. 

Maertyn hurried past to where the market was already humming with the chatter of merchants setting up their stalls for the day. Carts rolled down the streets, all piled high with lumber. The leather purse Anryn had given him the day before rattled in his pocket. He used the coins to buy himself a cup of apple beer. The fizz of it cleared his head of unwanted Sight. 

Maertyn sat on the low step of a church and nursed the cup, watching more people come and go from the square. Now, he could tell apart the witches from the others. They wore the flower crowns, woven with bright white flowers for the wedding. It seemed to Maertyn that there were more than had come with Anryn to Mahaut. Their eyes darted all over the streets, on the lookout for any who would accuse them. They quivered in anticipation of a fight. 

Idiots, Maertyn thought again. 

Perhaps he was resentful. Never in his life had Maertyn Blackfire worn flowers on his head or foretold the future, but they still called him a witch and sent him away. These fools Maertyn now watched in Mahaut’s market square, singing and dancing, called attention to themselves. They handed out their flower crowns to passersby as favors and made up rhyming chants they claimed were fertility spells to bless the wedding. They wanted to be acknowledged as witches, even if none of them could so much as cheat at cards with the Sight. 

They had no idea what could happen to them if they truly were witches, Maertyn thought. 

The square filled with people as he drank. Priests, jugglers, and singers joined the noise in the streets, all competing for attention. A minstrel stood near the steps Maertyn sat on and sang a ballad with a clumsy melody. Something improvised and too loud for Maertyn. 

And it was said, 

As the mages fell down dead, that the Winze did appear... 

Touched by neither shroud, nor spell, 

He did save our Prince well, 

And dragged the mages straight to Hell!

Maertyn snorted. They were singing about him now? As if the stick dolls weren’t enough. He glanced around, but no one who watched the singer looked at Maertyn. In a city of dozens of thousands, a drunk on the steps of a church was not a remarkable sight. 

The song started over, this time with a whole verse dedicated to Maertyn’s heroic acts in saving the Prince of Ammar from the mages of Nynomath. Maertyn listened, amused and embarrassed. He finished his beer before the singer finished the song. He thought of getting another, but by now, there was a long line around the stall.  

Just when he decided to get up from the steps and find another place to buy beer, a flash caught his eye. He looked up at a window with the Sight. He Saw a pale white flame flickering in a windowsill, brighter than any ordinary candle would have been. 

Maertyn shivered. The marks on his back itched. A mage was up there. He was sure of it. 

Maertyn pushed his way across the square. He found a door to a public house that he thought might lead to stairs that could get him to the second floor. He went inside, heedless of the bartenders scolding that the place was not open yet. He mounted the stairs and started to open the doors on the second floor. 

Every room was a mess of clothes and cups, and trash. The chaos of temporary lodging. Men and women—sleeping four to a bed in some rooms—squawked with indignation when he intruded. He had a few cups thrown at him. 

“Oy!” the bartender yelled up the steps. “No breaking the glasses! I been telling ye for weeks!”

Finally, on the fourth door he tried, Maertyn found the mage’s room. It was clean and tidy. The blankets on the bed were folded. There were bundles of herbs arranged by size pinned to one wall. All across the floor, there were chalk white symbols scrawled into the floorboards. In the windowsill, facing the square, a single candle burned. 

Maertyn went to the window and pinched the burning wick between his fingers. He picked up the taper, felt raised marks all across the length of it. The voices in his head were whispering, echoing the words written into the wax. He crushed the sorcerous candle between his fingers, grinding the spell to crumbs. 

The mage was long gone. Maertyn looked out the open window. He didn’t realize that the roofs in Mahaut were made of slate, not thatch like the roofs in his village. He watched, amazed, as people clambered up to the roofs from windows all up and down the street. Little children hoisted each other up, and laughing men lifted ladies out and up onto the roofs. 

They were hoping to catch a glimpse of the wedding, Maertyn realized. Shit, I am supposed to be there... 

Somewhere, a bell began to toll. The crowd down in the market square surged, all moving in one direction toward where they thought they would see the procession pass by. Maertyn came down the steps of the public house. When he got to the ground floor, someone pressed a cup into his hand, brimming with beer. The bartender was passing drinks out to everyone headed into the square.

“To the Prince and Princess!” 

“For the Prince! Here’s to his honor—get on her and stay on her!”

They still make that joke? Maertyn thought. Perhaps he wasn’t as old as he thought. Maertyn drank down the beer in one long gulp and joined the crowd in the street.  

***
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ON THE DAY OF HIS ACTUAL wedding, Anryn didn’t dream of it at all. In this dream, he was the other Anryn with the black hair. She stood on top of a hill, surrounded by her army. A battlefield stretched before her, the pale gray ground awaiting the moment when Anryn would call for the charge. In the distance, she saw the Great Dome of Nynomath glittering in the night sky. Maertyn was somewhere inside of it. 

Someone was shaking her, urging her to call off the charge.

“Your Highness, I’m sorry—it is time to wake up.” 

Anryn returned to himself, struggling into awareness of his body, like trying to pull on a boot that didn’t fit. His head ached and his stomach was sour. A foul stench stabbed his nose and he pressed his face into the soft silk under his face to hide from it. He made a groan of protest. 

“Your Highness.” Someone shook him. “Your Highness, it’s time to wake up. It’s your wedding day. Come on, now...” 

Anryn inhaled the silk and caught the sweet scent of lavender. He blinked and some of the previous night returned to him. He sat up, clutching Beatrice’s veil to his chest, reeling at the strangeness of the encounter. Beatrice—his wife. She had been in the room. Maertyn was so drunk, he hadn’t even noticed. Anryn wouldn’t have believed it himself if he hadn’t been clutching her veil. 

“I’m so sorry, Your Highness,” said a valet, a nervous-looking man Anryn recognized from before his time at Amwarren. “We’ve had to draw the bath in the next room. I’m afraid we’ll need a bit more time to prepare in here...”

Anryn looked down over the side of the bed and saw a wet cloth laid over the floor, covering whatever stain was the source of the stench. By now, he was familiar with the smell of Maertyn’s vomit. He’d missed the basin Anryn had set down for him by a good six inches.

Peasant, Anryn thought.

The prince let himself be led from his bedroom to an antechamber where a tub waited. To Anryn’s dismay, the room was full of people. Professor Lawson was there, as well as all the sons of the great lords: Jacob, son of Tommasi; Idris and Jareth, sons of Teqwyn; and Llyr ap Eyiffoen. They jostled their sword belts, poked each other's collars. For them, it was a festival.

Griff was there, too, dressed in his matching white and silver wedding suit. Anryn’s old jealousy almost overcame him with the habit of a lifetime. Then Griff caught Anryn’s eye, and the smile hardened just a little into something more serious. He bowed to the Prince of Ammar, and the other sons followed his lead. 

He is your ally, the other Anryn whispered. A prince needs allies. Don’t pick a fight, don’t pick a fight...  

The Prince of Ammar made himself smile through the hangover and greet the sons of his father’s peers. “Good morning, friends. Come to make sure it’s the real prince at the altar today?”

They all laughed and shouted. It grated on Anryn’s ears.

“Whose veil is that?” Griff asked him. “I thought we were done with the disguises.”

“I almost died when I saw you coming up the steps yesterday. I thought you left Anryn dead in a ditch somewhere, and the King was just going to promote you to his official son,” Jacob said. 

This was too much for Anryn. He glared at Jacob and the laughter died. His father’s words from the day before hung over him. A king must not appear weak. Anryn climbed into the bath and tried to think of what to say to reclaim the room. 

He thought of what Maertyn would say and blurted out, “I need a drink.”

Llyr snorted. “It’s 9:30, for God’s sake.” 

“He’s that nervous,” Idris said. 

Professor Lawson was the only one who made himself useful. He brought Anryn a cup of hot, black coffee and a piece of dry toast. 

“Put it under your tongue. It will help,” the professor said. He looked almost as hungover as Anryn felt.

“Where’s Maertyn?” Anryn asked, keeping his voice low. 

“I haven’t seen him, Your Highness,” Professor Lawson said. 

Anryn fretted over the lines in the professor’s face. They seemed ever so much deeper after the brush with the mages. Maertyn’s magic had healed the burns, but they could not cover up the memories. 

“Find him for me. Please,” Anryn asked. 

Professor Lawson bowed and went out of the room. The prince sipped his coffee and tried to tick off in his head the things that were expected of him on his wedding day. They’d rehearsed it at Amwarren earlier in the year. There were diagrams, pages of protocol pinned up in the prince’s room that Anryn had spent months memorizing. 

The Prince of Ammar would go on foot to the church and stop to greet the lords on the steps, then go to wait at the altar. Beatrice would arrive after. The ceremony would last an hour from start to finish, though Anryn thought that it would be longer with Beatrice’s limp. Luckily for the bride, they would ride back to the palace in a landau, waving to the crowds. 

None of this had been rehearsed with the knowledge that an assassin hunted the Prince of Ammar. Anryn belted his sword under his white velvet jacket and waved away the servant who tried to hand him the cloak that went over the whole outfit. He would not wear anything that day that would make it hard to draw. 

Dressed, and fortified with coffee and toast, Anryn followed Griff and the other sons of Ammar’s royalty out of the palace. Professor Lawson had not returned. Neither he nor Maertyn were among the dozen clergymen escorting the prince’s party along the road to the church. 

Anryn squinted in the morning sunlight glaring down at him from the sky. The Sight cut through the painful white haze. Golden lines shimmered over thousands of moving faces and hands when the palace gates were pulled open. 

The prince shielded his brow with his hand. He blinked the Sight away, relieved to see the path between him and the church lined with his father’s guards, dressed in the red and gold of Ammar. His groomsmen arrayed themselves in two lines ahead of him and began the mile walk down the cleared road. They walked with their chests puffed out, hands on their glittering court swords. 

Anryn walked a little behind. He tried to remember to slow his pace and forced himself to smile. He remembered his father’s words about appearances and did his best to make a show of confidence and strength, though he felt neither. Instead, Anryn felt profoundly hungover. He thought he could smell himself through the velvet. Sour, like Maertyn’s favorite whiskeys. 

Where is he? Anryn looked out at the crowd. Maertyn had all but promised to walk him down the aisle. Now he wasn’t there, and it was too late. 

They were in sight of the church. The King of Ammar waited on the steps with Queen Eva. Prince Anryn tried to imagine what his father would say if he tried to delay the start of the wedding to wait for Maertyn. The thought made Anryn’s stomach turn. 

Three hundred more steps, Anryn told himself. That would carry him up the stairs to his mother and father. He mounted the steps and turned, once, to look out at the crowd again with the Sight. He strained at the edges of what he barely understood, praying that God would work through the Sight to show him where in the crowd an assassin might be waiting. The glittering lines were bright and vibrant, all pointing to Anryn. Would any one of them go dark, as when the witch of Java lied to him?

Anryn let go of the Sight and went into the church. He couldn’t bring himself to use witchcraft in God’s house. 

Hundreds of people were inside, all standing on risers erected just for the ceremony so that they would have a view of the prince and his bride at the altar. Plush red velvet lined the route from the door to the dais, where pillows were put down for Anryn and Beatrice to kneel for the blessings. A glittering chalice chased with gold and silver, all flecked with gemstones, waited in front of five priests who would lead them through the ceremony. 

The prince took his place at the altar. Anryn tilted the hilt of his sword down when he knelt and kept a hand on the hilt. The touch of it steadied him. 

I don’t need Maertyn, Anryn told himself. I have my father here and half the kingdom. I am armed—everyone around me is armed. I don’t need witchcraft to keep myself safe in God’s own house...

Even so, the prince struggled with his feelings. Maertyn had said that he would be there, hadn’t he? How dare the peasant defy his future king! Anryn thought Maertyn was probably off getting drunk somewhere. Or submerging himself in a fountain. 

Behind him, there was a thunder of feet on the risers when the crowd stood for the bride. Trumpets sounded at her arrival. Anryn stayed where he was, knowing he would be waiting a little longer than usual for Beatrice to make her way down the aisle with her foot. 

After what felt like an eternity, she shuffled up beside him. Out of the corner of his eye, Anryn saw the blur of white. Little clouds of silk and satin billowing as she moved to kneel at his side. Anryn breathed in the scent of her. Fresh, clean lavender. It did nothing to help his nausea, but the bit of bread Professor Lawson had given him held fast in his stomach. 

The priests stepped forward to begin the ceremony. Anryn bowed his head over his clasped hands to receive the first of the blessings. The prince tried to let go of the Sight. He did not want to blaspheme, not on his wedding day. He closed his eyes to try to blot it out. Opened them again when he felt the floor sliding out from under his knees in the darkness. Anryn squeezed his hands together to steady himself.

“Are you hungover?” Beatrice whispered to him.

“Yes,” Anryn admitted. “God help me.” 

The priest overheard, glanced down at Anryn, and frowned. It was the part in the ceremony when they were supposed to repeat after the priest in asking God’s blessing.

Anryn cleared his throat and said, louder, “God guide me... to be a good husband. Lord of my house and hearth. To keep faith and speak only truth to thee, my wife and lady...” 

Beatrice repeated the words, replacing Anryn’s phrases with those accorded to wives.

They were pouring wine into the jeweled chalice. The smell of it nearly made Anryn heave. He turned his head to get away from the scent.

The Sight flickered across the prince’s eyes, just for a moment. The lines angled toward Anryn from every direction. Woven among them was another line, thin and red. Anryn forgot about God and blasphemy. He lifted his head, and followed the Sight of the red line. It led across the floor to the side of the church where the great lords stood. 

There, right beside his son, stood Gruffydd the Elder. 

Sweat prickled all along Anryn’s spine. His hand almost went to his sword, but he remembered that he was in a church. The priest had said something. Repeated himself, impatient. Anryn forced himself to let go of the Sight. 

The priest gestured for Beatrice and Anryn to hold the wedding chalice together. In this part of the ritual, he was to lift the cup to her lips beneath the veil that she could drink. Then the cup would pass to Anryn. He had to drain it dry, in as many sips as it took, to complete the ritual. Anryn was told it was bad luck for the marriage if the husband could not finish off the cup in fewer than three swallows. 

What if the wine is poisoned? Anryn wondered as he put his hands on the cup.

He almost reached for the Sight again, but stopped himself. He wouldn’t know what to See for in the cup itself. The lines connected people. Somehow, with innate knowledge, Anryn understood that he couldn’t connect a line between something a person had not touched. That use of the Sight was beyond the Prince of Ammar’s reach. 

Beatrice lifted the hem of her veil. It was split so that she could maneuver the cup between layers. She fumbled at the folds, trying to get them out of the way. 

Anryn glanced at his family. His father stood a dozen paces behind him. The King of Ammar had his hands clasped in front of his hips. He tapped the fingers of one hand on the back of the other. Beside him, the Queen of Ammar stood stock-still, her face behind the veil completely still. 

Resentment bubbled in the prince, watching his parents. They had married for love. All the stories said so. Neither had ever even thought that Anryn might want to do the same. Go to school, go to the altar, go to war... 

On impulse, Anryn shifted the wedding chalice to one hand. With the other, he seized the folds of Beatrice’s veil. Beatrice’s eyes went wide and her lips parted in surprise. The prince flung the veil off his bride’s face. 

Anryn thought that she was even more beautiful on her wedding day than she had been the night before. A string of tiny seed pearls braided into her hair framed her face, and her lips were stained with something dark and red that set off the warmth in her dusky skin. 

The crowd saw her beauty, too. An appreciative murmur went up from the risers as the veil slipped off the back of her head, down around her shoulders. 

There, thought Anryn. Let me have my own legend. My father married a common woman—I married a beauty. 

The prince lifted the cup and Beatrice put her hands around it. She hesitated, looking into Anryn’s face. Then she pulled the brim to her lips. Anryn watched the muscles in her throat move—once, twice, three times. Then she lowered the chalice.

Anryn looked into the bowl and saw that she had hardly left him any to sip. When he started to take the cup from her, she held onto it a little tighter, resisting. Then Anryn understood: she was testing the wine for poison.  

From that moment, Anryn loved her. All the vows he’d said aloud in the church only moments before became a real promise to God. Beatrice of Sanchia would be the woman Anryn would trust before anyone else. 

Seconds passed. The King grunted. Anryn watched Beatrice’s face. When no ill effect seized her, no foaming mouth or racking spasms, the prince took the cup and drained the last sip. 

The priest intoned: “In the name of God, and his consort, Nature. In the eyes of their children now gathered here. I join you in holy matrimony.” 

Anryn stood and helped Beatrice up along with him. All around them in the risers, men and women surged to their feet, stamping and clapping in vigorous rhythm. Their voices rang out as they sang the blessing prayer. The Queen’s ladies marched forward toward Beatrice to gather the train of her long white veil. 

Anryn saw Beatrice’s face tighten with pain. The prince waved the Queen’s ladies away and reached both arms under Beatrice, lifting her. She unpinned the heavy white veil from her shoulders and let it fall to the ground for the Queen’s ladies to collect.  

“Do not drop me,” she hissed in his ear. 

***
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BEATRICE CLUTCHED HER new husband’s neck. She tried to keep the weight of her gown spread evenly across her legs while Anryn carried her the length of the church. All around them, the men and women of the court parted to make room for the married couple to pass. 

Beatrice glanced over Anryn’s shoulder and saw the King and Queen fall in line behind them. Then came Riccardo, escorted by Gruffydd and his son. Beatrice almost stuck out her tongue at Gruffydd the Younger, but she remembered that she no longer had a veil over her face. She looked ahead of them and smiled, ready to let all of Mahaut finally look upon the beauty of Beatrice of Sanchia. Carried in the arms of her gallant husband. 

Out on the steps, Anryn paused. He shifted Beatrice in his arms and turned slowly. The crowd gathered at the base of the steps cheered and Beatrice waved to them. She wished that she had something to throw to them—a bouquet, or some small coins. All that she had were the nine coins from her belt, tucked in a leather pouch she wore around her neck. She would not part with those. 

Beatrice glanced at Anryn’s face. He squinted against the noon sunlight streaming down onto them. “Smile! You are their prince. They are happy to see you. Be happy to see them!” 

The prince smiled, but Beatrice could feel the tension in his arms wrapped around her. Down the steps, their carriage waited. A magnificent coach bedecked with white and red ribbons and bunches of purple flowers. Anryn started to descend, but before they reached the carriage, he veered off the carpet.

Beatrice glanced at his face. Anryn was opening his eyes very wide, searching the crowd, his eyes going a little cross with the strain.

“What’s wrong?” Beatrice said. She had to repeat her question, shouting over the crowd, though she was right by his ear. 

The prince shook his head. He stepped around the waiting carriage and headed for the crowd to one side of the street. The men and women gathered there screamed in delight as their prince and his bride came close. Hands reached out and Beatrice reached back for them, clasping a few. 

“Hello! Congratulations! Best wishes!” they shouted. Some pressed flowers into Beatrice’s hands.

“Thank you!” Beatrice shouted back, gathering the garlands they handed to her. Her voice, so used to carrying across ships and over the wide, open courtyards of Sanchia, reached nearly every ear near them. 

Anryn pressed closer into the crowd, slipping past the King’s guards that were there to hold them back. Beatrice could not understand why he waded with her into the crowd, but Anryn kept a firm hold on her. She played it off as though it were the most natural thing in the world to do at a royal wedding. Diving into the crowd like leaping into a wave in the ocean.

The people were thrilled to have them. They shifted a little, like a current of water flowing around a fish. Anryn lifted Beatrice a little higher, and she reached out to clasp more hands, accept more flowers and even a cup of beer, which spilled almost immediately. Some pulled on her a little, but her prince kept a firm grip, and they drifted along the current of well-wishers. Avoiding the street. 

Beatrice glanced behind them. She saw Riccardo and Gruffydd the Younger struggling to get through the crowd to follow them. Riccardo waved to her, trying to motion her back. Beatrice waved, but did not tell Anryn to turn around. Something frightened her husband away from the main road. 

Soon Anryn and Beatrice were turning down another road. The crowd undulated, pushing them down the side street in a little gush of people. The prince was getting tired. Beatrice could feel his arms shaking with the effort of holding her for so long. 

Just when Beatrice thought that Anryn might drop her, a familiar face swam out of the crowd, only inches from them. Ciamon Caelt was smiling and laughing along with the rest. He looked handsome in a dark green festival tunic and embroidered shirt. 

“Your Highness, congratulations—and to you, Princess Beatrice,” Ciamon shouted. 

“My prince, this is a friend!” Beatrice shouted to Anryn. 

For a moment, Anryn’s hands tightened on Beatrice. Then he dropped to the ground, ducking. Ciamon followed them down, his hand going over Beatrice’s head to shield her. 

A wet sound cracked somewhere nearby, like a mallet hitting steak. For a moment, the cheers died down. Into their absence, a gurgling scream flowed.

Beatrice twisted her head out from under Ciamon’s hand. The first thing that she saw over her head was the butt of an arrow, feathered brown and painted black. It stuck out of a man’s chest. His scream curdled to a death rattle as blood ran into his lungs.

Cries of terror rippled out over the crowd. Ciamon pulled on Beatrice. Anryn came along with her, like a fish caught on a hook. Ciamon yanked them off the ground before they could be trampled by the sudden surge of people pressing toward them, pressing away from them, trying to scatter while trying to come close to help. 

Beatrice saw another arrow fly. The flicker of black in the air headed toward them. Midway through its journey, the arrow exploded in a shower of red. Ciamon slapped the scarlet blur from the air just before it could hit Beatrice in the arm. The red broke apart, fluttering to the ground in petals. 

A rose? Beatrice thought. She glanced down at what had been the arrow and saw the broken flower on the ground. Others saw it, too. 

“Witchcraft,” someone hissed. 

“No, I was only trying to stop the arrow!” someone else shouted. “I meant no harm, I swear...”

The rose on the ground was trampled by the feet of people trying to flee. Before Ciamon could pull them away, Beatrice saw the trampled rose heave and uncoil. Vines sprouted from the scattered petals. Thorns shot out from the rigid green coils. The arrow-turned-rose swelled and crushed against the crowd. 

“Witchcraft!” The cry went out again, louder, panicked. 

Now everyone was surging away, trying to escape. The aberration flowered, branches and vines jutting out in all directions. Stabbing the crowd that tried to escape it. In mere seconds, it had reached them, catching in the folds of Beatrice’s dress, tearing across Ciamon’s pretty green tunic.

“Let him carry me, Anryn,” Beatrice yelled. She threw her arms out and Ciamon grabbed onto Beatrice. 

Anryn kept hold of her shoulder and used his other hand to draw his sword and hack at the vines all around them. He cleared a path for Ciamon to press through the tangle. The thorns scratched and pulled at Beatrice’s dress, and cut long, deep gashes into Ciamon and Anryn. 

They fought their way through the vines, through the crowd. The panic outpaced them. A wall of bodies crushed together against buildings, pouring into side streets. The crush was so thick in places, Ciamon’s feet left the ground as it carried them along.

At last, they spilled into the main road. The red carpet was still there, and some of the guests from the wedding were still walking along it, sedate, totally unaware of the panic.

Ciamon shifted Beatrice to one arm and reached to grab Anryn’s hand. “This way, Your Highness!” 

Ciamon started to jog, jostling Beatrice on his arm as he pulled the Prince of Ammar along behind him. They wound down one street, then another. By the third, Beatrice recognized where Ciamon led them: back to Gruffydd’s townhome she’d shared with Riccardo for the last two months. 

Once inside, Ciamon set Beatrice down in a chair and stood panting beside Prince Anryn in the foyer. Blood streamed down both their faces. Beatrice realized that her wedding gown was stained with it. She had a few scratches on her hands, but the thick folds of the gown had kept her mostly safe. 

“Are you badly hurt?” Beatrice asked. 

Both of them looked at her. With a pang, she realized she directed the question at Ciamon when she should have been more concerned with her new husband. 

“I’m fine,” Anryn answered after an awkward moment. He eyed Ciamon and sheathed his sword. “I suppose I should thank you—but I do not know who you are.” 

“Ciamon Caelt.” Ciamon held out his hand. After a moment, Anryn took it. 

“Your name sounds familiar,” the prince said. He looked around Gruffydd’s foyer. “So. Am I your prisoner now...?”

“No, no, Your Highness. I think we should stay here until the panic in the streets dies down. I will send a runner to the palace to inform the King of where we are,” Ciamon said. “On behalf of Lord Gruffydd, I offer you the hospitality of his lordship’s home.” 

The Prince of Ammar leaned over and vomited all over Gruffydd’s fine wood floor. “Too much... to drink... I’m so sorry...”

“Hell, it ain’t my floor,” Ciamon said. 

Beatrice glanced at him, jarred by the sudden change in his speech. Anryn wouldn’t have known Ciamon well enough to hear it. 

Gruffydd’s servants scurried to attend to the prince. They led him into the dining room and fetched coffee and water. Beatrice and Ciamon were left alone in the foyer. Out in the street, she could hear the wedding crowd shouting. And, after a moment, singing. The wave of panic had broken before it could reach them here. 

Ciamon knelt by her and started to examine her injuries. He turned over her hands to look at the scratches.

“How did you know how to find us?” Beatrice asked. “How did you know where we’d be?”

“You have to ask?” he said. 

Ciamon pressed his thumb into a deep scratch on Beatrice’s thumb. He looked into her face and Beatrice’s heart, already primed from the terror of the street, surged into her throat. Slowly, Ciamon moved his finger over the scratch. Beatrice felt the skin there tighten and sting. She looked down and saw a thin pink seam where the scratch had been. 

Beatrice started to shake all over. All the nerves in her body tingled. Between her legs, she felt a stab of wild want. It made her clutch Ciamon’s hand tighter, and she tugged him forward until he nearly fell onto her lap. 

“Hell—you just got married an hour ago!” Ciamon snapped. “I’m trying to help you. Don’t get crazy.”

“Am I crazy?” Beatrice demanded. She would not let go of his hand when he tried to pull it back. “You came to the wedding to look for me or for my husband? You knew someone would be hunting the prince.”

“I thought... somebody might try. Maybe they thought it was an easier way to stop the wedding than what I came up with,” Ciamon said. “I thought I might talk you out of it.”

Beatrice bristled. “Talk me out of it? You didn’t even ask me. You bought me some flowers and some candy. You never asked me.”

Ciamon spread his hands. “I wasn’t going to just ask you. I followed, I listened. And... I read your letters from your mother. I knew that you were homesick.”

Beatrice slapped him. Ciamon took both of her hands and held them fast. For the first time, she felt the real strength in them. He could have broken her wrists if he squeezed. 

“You get one, lady,” Ciamon said. “One—I deserve that. But I will not let you go on hitting me, or your husband will come up here and want to know why. And what do you want to tell him?”

“That you are a liar and an assassin,” Beatrice hissed. Her eyes filled with tears. She felt so stupid for trusting him. 

“I’m not an assassin. I’m a spy,” Ciamon said. He lowered his head. “Beatrice, that’s all. I swear.”

Beatrice reeled. She hated herself for the way her heart sped up when he said her name. She could not trust this man, she told herself. Ciamon may have been telling her the truth now, but why hadn’t he told her before? What else might he be hiding? 

“Beatrice,” Ciamon said when her frantic silence stretched on too long. “It’s not too late. The ceremony today... That’s not enough for your father. He won’t send his ships until the marriage is legally binding. If you run away today, before the bedding ceremony, you could...”

Beatrice couldn’t stand it. She couldn’t stand that he had this hold over her. That he was able to pretend to be her friend for weeks, and she’d eaten it up. That he’d tried to help her only to help himself. Reckless and furious, she surged forward and closed her mouth around his lips before he could say more. 

Under her lips, Ciamon froze. For a moment, she felt him soften. She exalted in it—she’d surprised him! She bit his lip to drive home her advantage. He jerked back from her.

“Run away. With you?” Beatrice sneered. She imitated her mother’s most withering stare and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Now who is crazy? I told you before: I am replaceable. I could have died today out there in the street and my father would have sent one of my sisters to take my place in the prince’s bed next week. Me running away won’t stop a war.”

Ciamon drew a halting breath. He eyed her with real caution now, as if she were a wild animal. Beatrice liked it when he looked at her that way. 

“Your best chance to stop a war lies with my husband,” Beatrice continued. “If I were you, I would be doing my best to win his favor.”

After a moment, Ciamon lowered his head again. This time, it was a bow. He ran his hand along her leg, his hard strong fingers closing over her ankle. The dull ache there faded. She flexed her toes, feeling only the slightest twinge.

“Enjoy the dancing at your wedding, Princess,” Ciamon said. 
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CHAPTER 22
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Anryn sat in the kitchen of Gruffydd’s house, his head spinning, the taste of vomit still in his mouth. For an age, he stared at nothing but the tiled floor. The rush of adrenaline abandoned him, and with new clarity he remembered the red line angled at him in the church. He squeezed his scratched and bloody hands around the coffee cup in his palms and—bizarrely—worried that the Lightning King would be disappointed in him. 

His greatest lord, his most trusted vassal means to betray him. Somehow it was Anryn’s fault, surely. Something about him brought out the treachery—never tall enough, never strong enough... Secretly a woman and a witch! 

Anryn slammed the cup onto the sideboard and dragged himself to his feet, though every bone in his body ached. His mind flung itself in every direction—tried to find a place for his anger to go. He dared not direct it at Gruffydd. Not here, in the man’s kitchen, surrounded by his men. 

“Goddamnit, Maertyn, where are you?” Anryn hissed under his breath. He started to pace the kitchen, wondering which bar he would have to search to find him this time. 

Ciamon came to find him after a while. “M’lord—your professor is here. The runner I sent to the palace brought him back.”

Professor Lawson pushed past Ciamon into the kitchen. Anryn glanced down the hall, a small thrill of hope in his stomach that he might have brought Maertyn with him. He snapped out of it when Professor Lawson gripped his shoulders with ice cold hands. 

“Your Highness, thank God, thank God...” the professor said. Anryn took in the sight of him and felt all over again the surge of dread when he’d pulled Professor Lawson out of the burning carriage. The professor looked like he’d been trampled, his fine robes covered in dust and silver hair flattened to a dull gray sheen against his skull by sweat.

If I don’t die first, I may yet get this man killed, Anryn thought. He gripped Professor Lawson’s arms and blurted out an apology.  

“Professor—I’m sorry,” he started. He glanced at Ciamon and bit back the rest of what he’d been about to say. This is my fault... I brought witches to the capital and could have gotten you killed...! “I got lost in the crowd.”

“And now you’re found, thank God,” Professor Lawson said a third time. He started to lecture, as if Anryn were merely late to a lesson: “Incognito or no, a prince must always travel in company! Think of what might happen others. Quite apart from losing a future king, I’d have lost my best student! Now—quickly. Where is your wife? We must get back to the palace. All is chaos without you there...!” 

“She’s in the foyer, Professor,” Ciamon said. 

Professor Lawson started. He squinted at Ciamon Caelt and the cold fingers on Anryn’s shoulders tightened. Without another word, the professor steered Anryn toward the front of the house.

Beatrice waited for them in the antechamber. She still had her veil back—she looked at Anryn, her eyes wide as they’d been when he’d first thrown it back. She reached for his hand, and he took it, grateful to find that it steadied him. He kept the other on his sword. Ciamon fell into step behind them, and they hurried the short distance between the ring of fine houses to the palace gates. The streets still teemed with people out to enjoy the wedding festivities, their happy chatter rippling across the neighborhood of lords’ houses. Unaware that anything was amiss.

The gaiety curdled to tension the closer they came to the palace. Anryn could hear the Lightning King yelling even before they even got to the antechamber. Instinctively, he hung back, pulling on Beatrice’s arm. The room was full of guards, the lords—even his mother was there. The King raged, shouting to the Queen, to his lords, to his valets, to anyone nearby. No one even noticed the prince and his new bride at the back of the crowd. 

“Where is he? What happened to the guards posted on the street?” the Lightning King roared. “God’s balls, I gave the order to double the watch. The prince vanishes into thin air? Find him. Find him.”

“My liege—give me leave to call up the garrison from Westport,” Lord Llennava begged. “They will restore order to the streets...”

“Order is restored,” Gruffydd the Elder said. He was flanked by his guards and attendants, calm and collected while the King of Ammar raged. “We’ve rounded up the witches from the quarter mile surrounding the infernal flower. We put the sorcerous thing to the torch. My men are combing the streets, knocking on doors. Surely the prince took shelter.”


“How many dead?” asked Kenon. 


“Only two—one man crushed to death in the panic. Another took an arrow in the chest,” Eyiffoen reported. 

“An arrow?” Gruffydd asked. 

Professor Lawson reached across Beatrice and jabbed Anryn in the shoulder. He met the professor’s eyes and knew that they shared the same thought: The plot originated in Mahaut! 

Anryn’s mind went to work on how to prove it. He could not come out and say “The Sight showed me!”—but this arrow was something they could put before the King. 

If he listens, the other Anryn whispered. Safely tucked away, she watched her father rage, fascinated to see him in a moment of weakness. 

King Anathas swiped a hand over his face. It seemed to age him two decades with the gesture, the long lines following the path of his swollen knuckles down over the cheeks. Only his eyes still moved with the quickness of the legendary Lightning King. They flitted over each man in the room, considering. They came to rest on Queen Eva.

At that moment, Anryn almost called out to him—but another voice, from the opposite side of the room, beat him to it. His new brother-in-law, Riccardo of Sanchia, shouted at the King, “Is this how Ammar safeguards the only heir to the throne? My sister is still out there! Must I ride out into the street myself to rescue her from abduction?”

Now the room went dead silent. The valets glanced at him sidelong. The Queen’s eyes went so large, her eyebrows vanished under the rim of her veil. No one spoke to the King of Ammar in that tone. Not even Gruffydd. Anryn felt a rush of panic for Riccardo—and sure enough, the Lightning King lashed out, just as Anryn knew that he would. 

“I have raised you up, boy,” the King yelled back, louder and colder than Riccardo. “I will cast you down in a blink. Your father has many sons to replace you.”

Riccardo, rattled and riled up, replied, “You don’t.”

Now Anryn had to speak. If he didn’t, God alone only knew what the Lightning King would do to Riccardo. “Father!” 

The crowd rippled at the sound of Anryn’s voice. The Queen let out a sound that might have been a sob. When they realized the missing prince stood just behind them, they stood to one side to make room for him and Beatrice to push their way forward. 

Anryn steeled himself, hoping that by holding his new wife’s hand, the King might calm down. Riccardo was no calmer—he darted toward them with a cry and gathered Beatrice in his arms. Anryn was forced to let go of her hand as she wrapped her arms around her brother. She caught his gaze from over his shoulder, wide-eyed. 

In the same moment, Anryn felt the King’s arms come around him in a rough embrace. He barely understood that his father hugged him before the King let go. The baffling tenderness was replaced by hard hands gripping his shoulders to shake him.  

“For God’s sake, son, will you be late to everything in your life?” the King said. “Where were you?”

“We were lost in the crowd. I thought I saw... Father. Can we speak in private?” Anryn asked. He threw a glance at Gruffydd the Elder. Griff stood beside his father, dusty from the street and sweating. 

“There will be time enough for that later,” the King said. “Get upstairs and get changed.”

“For what?” Anryn asked. “You can’t possibly expect us to hold the feast, now...?”

“I do more than expect. I command it,” said the King. “You will complete this marriage now. Today. To Hell with the feast—go and make yourself ready for the bedding.”

He felt as though his father had hit him. “Now? It’s not even nighttime...”

Now the King did hit him—so fast and so hard across the face that Anryn stumbled and fell on the parquet. 

“Anathas,” the Queen said. She did not yell, but her voice carried the length of the room.  

“Your Highness, it would be wise to hold the feasts as planned. A show of confidence,” Gruffydd said. 

The lord stepped forward—not quite shielding Anryn, but calling the King’s attention away from him, nonetheless. Now Anryn remembered all those times the man had been there throughout childhood to soften the edge of the King’s rage. The man’s kindness now only added to Anryn’s confusion. He struggled to his feet and looked down at the floor, lest he fall into temptation to use the Sight again. Not here, not in front of the Lightning King. 

“Fine. Have your feast if you are so concerned with your catering deposit,” the King snarled at Gruffydd. “But all who wear the flower crown or sing that ballad about Winze are to be arrested and held without bail. The King turned to Anryn. “And you. You had better show up to the bedding at sundown. On time. Do you hear me?”

“Yes, sire,” said Anryn. He shook with the strain of biting back all the things he wanted to say, his face reddening from shame. 

The King stalked away. The Queen swept over to Beatrice and hustled her off, detaching her from the arms of her brother. For a moment, Anryn felt adrift. Then Griff and Professor Lawson were there. Griff put an arm around his shoulder and guided him up the steps, toward his rooms. Professor Lawson followed, murmuring under his breath, “Not here, son. Not here...”

Griff and Anryn’s swords rattled with every step they took. All around them, the liveried servants were replaced with armed guards. Anryn saw a few glance at him and make the warding sign with their fingers. Hardly an encouraging sight on a wedding night. 

“Where is Maertyn?” Anryn asked the professor. “Did you find him?”

Professor Lawson turned to Griff. “Will you see about drawing a bath for His Grace? I must speak with the prince for a moment.”

Griff glanced at Anryn. For a moment, Anryn thought he would refuse—assert his superior rank. Then Anryn realized that Griff was looking at him, awaiting his command. 

Can I trust him? Or is this some trick? Anryn wondered. He swallowed hard. “Griff... please. I’m covered in blood. I can’t go to my bedding like this...”

“Don’t worry, Ryn. We’ll get you cleaned up. The gash under your eye makes you look rather dashing, really.” Griff reached out and clasped Anryn’s shoulder. “The bride is going to love it, I’m sure.”

Griff went ahead into the bedchamber, calling for a tub to be brought. The room was already prepared for the bedding ceremony. Fresh flowers filled every vase and pot. Extra candelabras were dragged into the bedroom. The antechamber was prepared with chairs and a trestle table laden with cups to allow witnesses to toast after the deed was done. 

Professor Lawson drew Anryn over to a window, his eyes darting from face to face in the room. Among the rushing servants and guards taking position at the doorways, it was as much privacy as they could hope to have in the palace. 

“I need Maertyn’s help,” Anryn said. “We have to find him.”

“Your Highness,” Professor Lawson said, using his most stern lecture tone. “Now is the time to consider the company you keep. You cannot speak so freely in front of others, especially not men like Ciamon Caelt. You must also reconsider your attachment to Master Blackfire, it’s... well. Unwise. It would be best to distance yourself from him for the moment.”

Anryn recoiled. “How can you say that? Maertyn saved my life. He saved yours. He’s kept us both safe.” 

Professor Lawson nodded. “Yes. And now you must return the favor. It was a marvelous diversion to invite the witches to accompany you to Ammar—but after today, do you really believe your father will turn a blind eye? How will you keep Maertyn Blackfire safe from him?”

Anryn almost pulled away from Professor Lawson then. Hurt and angry that now the man would point out his deficiency—that lifelong specter of not being enough. He stared at the floor again. Willing the Sight to stay away, lest it betray him, too. 

“Think, son,” Professor Lawson urged, his familiar voice smoothing the frayed edges of Anryn’s nerves. “Maertyn Blackfire has served you well. He has. I thank God for him. I do. But he cannot help you now in the task you have ahead of you: survive long enough to consummate this marriage. This will thwart your assassin once and for all and please your father. What you’ve tried to do since the day you were born.”

The prince swallowed, the shame snaking up his throat. “I’m not... I can’t. I wish that I could tell you why, but I just can’t. I’d... need a doctor to understand.”

“Your Highness, it’s true, I am not that sort of doctor—my interest in the bedroom is academic at best, but I am a man as God made me,” said the professor. “Speak plainly: Why do you doubt that you can consummate this marriage?” 

“Because I’m cursed,” Anryn burst out. He grabbed his crotch with vehemence and shook it. The skin underneath his clothes chafed—but did not rise. “Here. It doesn’t... Nothing happens. Ever.”

Professor Lawson tilted his head, just as he did when he considered a student’s answer at lecture. Neither shock nor surprise registered in his face. “Not even in dreams?” 

“Especially not in dreams,” Anryn said. He let go of himself—and struggled hard to find a way to tell the professor some version of the truth. It hadn’t worked on his father, but maybe something would reach the professor. Then someone might finally tell Anryn what to do.  “Sometimes... It’s like I am in a stranger’s body. And there is some part of me living somewhere else. Every day, that prince grows stronger, while I... don’t. What am I going to do?” 

Professor Lawson smiled gently. He reached out a hand to clasp Anryn’s shoulder. “Your Highness... There is no need to overthink physiology. All a king must do is find an interpretation of the law that meets his needs. You kept Maertyn Blackfire—a witch, if not worse—at your side for weeks with no complaints from any authority that could challenge you. Apply that pragmatism to this situation! Whatever needs to be done tonight must be enough that the lady would never deny that you are her husband—before the eyes of God, the law... and her father.”

Anryn felt a sinking feeling. The professor hadn’t believed him—not really. The advice was sound, but it was not what Anryn craved so desperately to hear. Like everything the professor said, it was to the point of keeping Anryn on the path to the Blood Throne. “What about Maertyn? What will I do about him? How will I find him to warn him to stay away?”

“Well. I am sure that we could find him if we consider what we know about him,” Professor Lawson said. “What would a man like him do here in Mahaut, on the occasion of a royal wedding, if he were not by your side?”

“Drink,” said Anryn. “Probably try to bathe in a public fountain.”

The professor nodded. “Then I believe you already know where you can find him.” 

***
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MAERTYN WASN’T SURPRISED at all to find himself on another stone bench behind iron bars. He sat up, letting the wave of whiskey, beer, and shame crash down over his head. Maertyn reeled, a little surprised to realize that he was still drunk instead of all the way to hungover. Usually, Maertyn never stirred until he’d slept it all off—unless something woke him. He looked around and saw that the Prince of Ammar stood outside the bars. 

Even from six feet away, Maertyn could hear Anryn grind her teeth. He struggled to his feet and went to lean against the bars. She looked up at him, and his heart wrenched. Anryn’s face was all bloody, covered in scratches. Her lip was split. 

I said I would be there, Maertyn thought. Guilt gnawed at him. The voices in his head whispered venom. Repeated that he deserved no better.

Maertyn reached through the bars to touch Anryn’s face. He wanted to Weave the wounds shut, to push the blood back into her body. Push even further into where the curse wrapped around and around underneath her skin. Maertyn thought if he could do this for the Prince of Ammar, all his shame, all his rage might finally be cured. 

“Don’t,” Anryn said. She grabbed Maertyn’s hand to stop him. 

“I can heal you,” Maertyn said. “I can help you.”

“Maertyn, I don’t want you to,” Anryn said. “I have to learn to live without your help. In this body. Even if it’s cursed. Do you understand?” 

Maertyn looked around. He could hardly remember how he got to the jail. The sun coming through the bars was still bright, but the day felt so much older than it had when he took the bottle from the bartender. He’d been doing something just before that, but he could not quite remember what it was...

“How did you find me?” Maertyn asked.

Anryn tapped the skin beside her eyes. “They already think I’m scrawny. Now they’re going to say that I’m cross-eyed.” 

Maertyn chuckled, still a little drunk. “You are making your life harder.”

“You make my life harder, peasant,” the prince said. “So much about myself I did not know until I met you. I’m not ungrateful. You saved my life—more than once. But I... I need to do this next part on my own. I can’t depend on anyone else.”

“Especially not a drunk like me,” Maertyn said. 

“I didn’t say that,” Anryn said. Now she reached through the bars to grasp his arms with her hands. He let her pull him close. “Remember, I commanded you: Save yourself. You are worth saving, Maertyn Blackfire. Which is why you have to go. My father is rounding up anyone who might be a witch. Right now, you’re only here because you’re drunk—they said that you shoved a singer into a fountain. They’ll let you go. Next time they won’t.”

Maertyn stiffened. He remembered the carts of wood he saw in the market, all headed in one direction. 

“You have to get them out. You have to get all of the witches out of this place,” Maertyn said. “Do not let the mages have them. Do not let your father burn them.”

“I’ll do everything that I can for them,” Anryn said. “But, please... Please just wait here until Professor Lawson comes to bail you out. After that, once you’re gone, you can See, you can Weave, you can burn whatever you want to the ground. Swear an oath to me that you will do nothing until then.” 

Maertyn’s eyes stung with tears he couldn’t understand. Was he very drunk, or was it something else that made him put his arms through the bars to wrap around Anryn? It was easy enough to do what she asked. It was nothing to Maertyn to lie on his back for a night and then Unweave the iron bars that held him. He’d walked out of the Dome of Nynomath. No prison on earth could hold him. Maertyn would go back to his home on the mountain and continue to drink until the sky fell down. 

Yet... Maertyn was afraid for Anryn. The prince would pick a fight for the witches, both in Ammar and Nynomath. He knew that she was honorable and that she liked to pick fights. But Maertyn knew, with the wisdom of all the years he’d try to drink away, that Anryn could never win. He hadn’t.

Maertyn’s face hurt, but it was not from smiling. 

“OK, Your Highness,” Maertyn said. He let Anryn go. “I swear.”

––––––––
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CHAPTER 23
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Anryn asked Griff to prepare him for the bedding ceremony. He was still angry at Griff for his two-facedness in front of their fathers—but Anryn barely knew his new brother-in-law, Riccardo of Sanchia, and there was no one else he felt he could ask. Without Maertyn, no one else would be prepared to spring to his aid if another assassin struck just then, at Anryn’s most vulnerable moment. 

“Do you want more cotton for your fingers?” Griff asked. He turned over Anryn’s palms, examining the scratches. “You don’t want to get blood all over the bride. She’s supposed to get blood on you.”

“Don’t joke about that,” Anryn said. “I’m not in the mood.”

“Sorry,” Griff said. He took Anryn’s jacket and shirt and handed them to a valet. He passed Anryn back the long white sleeping shirt blessed with holy water for the ceremony. Thankfully, it didn’t smell like the rotten egg water in Java. 

Griff’s hands moved over Anryn’s shoulders, settling the folds. The prince followed the movements of Griff’s fingertips. After Maertyn had hugged him, Anryn was suddenly very aware of every part of his body. Especially the part that was about to betray him.

“Hey,” Griff said. He shook Anryn by the shoulders. “Stop gnashing your teeth. It's your wedding night. It will be alright, even if it’s terrible. We’ll all be there, right outside the curtain...”

“That does not make me feel better,” Anryn said. Gruffydd would be there. The red line pointing right at him, with none there to See it but Anryn.

“No one will laugh,” Griff promised. “I will stab the man who makes a joke at your expense tonight. Just go in there and enjoy the gifts that God gave us. It’s natural. No matter what the priests say.”

“I don’t know what to do,” Anryn admitted. “Or what to say when...”

“Ryn. Just tell her the truth,” Griff said.

It sounded like good advice, but Anryn resisted because it was Griff who gave it. Every piece of advice Griff gave seemed designed to get Anryn killed. Griff took them to Dorland. Griff wanted to help the witches in Java. Even after the mages in the woods, Griff’s best idea had been to go back and fight the governor. That would have gotten Anryn killed or delayed the wedding even more. 

I have to know, Anryn thought. Was it you? What am I you to you, Griff?

He was too afraid to ask. So Anryn gave in to temptation to use the Sight. In the church, that red line threaded from Anryn to Gruffydd the Elder. The prince looked for it now in Gruffydd the Younger, gazing straight at his childhood friend. Dreading what the line between the two of them would look like. 

It was not red, but it was thin. Stretched taut, like it might snap at any moment. It was impossible for Anryn to know if it had been that way all along or if something now pulled Griff away from him. Something as strong as loyalty to a father. 

Anryn pictured the woman in the water and spoke, uttering the words that he was too afraid to ask when he was himself: “Why don’t you want me to get married, Griff?”

Griff sucked in a breath, ready with a glib reply. Then Griff looked up into Anryn’s face and stopped. Under her soft stare, he wavered. 

“Because my father doesn’t want you to,” Griff said, at last. “He said I should take you to Dorland to give you a chance to think things over. Maybe you’d have an attack of nerves and call the whole thing off. Then we wouldn’t have the Fleet, and your father might forget about his stupid war.” 

Anryn squeezed her eyes shut. The Sight hadn’t lied. The red line leading from Gruffydd the Elder to himself was real. The line between himself and Griff would never be strong enough for her to call him a friend. Not while Griff still worshiped the ground his father walked on. 

Griff put a hand on the prince’s shoulder. “I wish you’d been born a girl. Then it’d be me you’re marrying instead.”

Over my dead body, the secret self snarled. The vehemence of the thought surprised him, but his obvious self agreed with the sentiment. Anryn thought of what Beatrice had said the night before and agreed: I don’t want to marry a coward!  

“Are you going to get a nosebleed?” Griff said. “Here, take some more cotton...”

“No, it’s fine,” Anryn said. He shrugged off Griff’s cloying hand and headed for the door. He couldn’t stand to be in that room another moment. Neither could she. 

The prince went to the bedroom where they were all waiting. The King, the Queen, Professor Lawson, the priests... and Lord Gruffydd. 

Anryn could not stop himself from glaring at the man. The prince wanted to shout at him right then, What the Hell did I ever do to you?! But, it was not the moment. The prince had no proof, and he dared not make the King wait any longer. 

Perhaps Professor Lawson is right, Anryn thought. If he could make a convincing show now, it would put a stop to whatever Gruffydd schemed. 

Beatrice was already in the bed with the blankets pulled up to her chin. Anryn climbed into the bed beside her, trying to look as regal as possible. A priest stepped forward to make a holy symbol over the bed. Then the King himself pulled the heavy damask curtains shut. Anryn and Beatrice were plunged into darkness. 

Neither of them moved. The second dragged by, hauling minutes behind them. Outside the bed curtains, they could hear the squeak of the floorboards as the lords shuffled, waiting for some sound. 

Beside him, Beatrice shifted a little. Anryn turned to her. As his eyes adjusted, Anryn could make out her face in the dark. He admired again how lovely it looked. Vaguely, he wondered if he had been born a girl whether he would have looked like that. 

“Are you nervous?” Beatrice asked. “Are we just going to lie here until they go away...?”

She was disappointed, Anryn realized. He thought of Beatrice in the church, drinking wine that might have been poisoned. Thought of her creeping into his bedroom, bold and unafraid. He had wanted to kiss her the night before the wedding. Anryn found that he still wanted to kiss her now. 

The prince leaned over and kissed his wife. Lightly at first. Testing his lips against hers. She kissed him back and moved closer. 

Anryn gasped. She was completely naked underneath the blanket. Her skin felt like velvet under his fingers. He couldn’t stop himself—he wanted to see it, even in the dark. He looked at her with the Sight in the dark so that he could See every inch of her aglow. 

The shape of her fascinated Anryn. It seemed that every place on her was a curve. Anryn ran his hand over her hips, her breasts. He imagined the curves under his hand belonged to him. That it was his nipples between a thumb and forefinger being stroked and tugged. 

Beatrice inhaled sharply. Outside the bed curtains, the floorboards squeaked. 

This is working, Anryn thought. To his relief, he felt something. A tingling deep inside, somewhere underneath the body that never quite measured up. Anryn held onto the feeling. Pictured breasts heaving beneath a warm wet mouth. 

Beatrice pressed herself against him. Her hands ran down his back, over his hips. He stopped her before she could reach between his legs. For all the feeling inside, the outside stayed as it was. Anryn didn’t want to hurt his wife’s feelings. 

Anryn looked down at her face and Saw the flush in her cheeks, her narrow mouth parted in anticipation, pulse jumping in her throat. She looked at him, confused and afraid. 

He leaned down and whispered to Beatrice in the dark. That other Anryn spoke for them both:

“I only just met you, and already I know I cannot live without you. So you should know that I am cursed. My body is not as it should be. I may never be able to give you children. But, Beatrice... you will be my Queen. I will give you anything that you ask me for, anything that’s mine to give. And when we are alone together like this, if you happen to think of something. Of some other man... Ask me to do what you’d want him to do. I will try anything. To please you.”

Anryn stared at Beatrice in the dark and tried to read her face. Beatrice reached up and took the prince’s face between her hands. For a moment, she said nothing. 

“Keep kissing me,” Beatrice commanded. 

He obeyed. Anyone could kiss as long as they had lips. Anryn tucked the woman in the water away, closed off the Sight, and kissed Beatrice. Kissed her everywhere that she asked, and more places he imagined. He pictured that other Anryn lying there in the dark, being kissed in those soft, hidden places. Imagined it was Maertyn kissing her.

Beatrice dug her fingers into Anryn’s scalp. She made some noise, high and strangled while she pushed her hips up and his head down. If the whispers hadn’t done it, surely her scream in the dark did. The floorboards groaned as the spectators outside the curtain all went into the next room. Anryn could hear the pop of a cork and a dull cheer. 

It was done. They were as married as they could be, that day. Beatrice rested her head on Anryn's chest while they both waited for their breath to slow. Just before Anryn dropped off to sleep, he marveled that it had been Griff of all people who’d given him the best advice for the wedding night. 

***
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THE MORNING AFTER HER wedding, the new Princess of Ammar woke up smiling. Beatrice’s body ached and her skin felt sticky, but there was a lightness in her heart. She’d fulfilled her first and most important duty as a daughter of Sanchia. She was married to the Prince of Ammar, a princess in her own right. Her family’s place in the world was secured. She had not embarrassed herself.

Beatrice rolled over in bed and looked at her new husband. She wanted to wake him and command more kisses. Try a few things she half remembered from pages of the lost book.

Fear held her back. A curse. She shivered, and pulled the blankets around them both. Had a mage secretly cursed the Prince of Ammar? She thought of Ciamon and wondered if there were other mage-spies in Ammar, other secrets she’d discover. 

After a while, Beatrice got up from the bed and left Anryn to sleep. When she rose, several veiled maids came to attend her, leading her down the servants' steps that connected the prince’s rooms to hers. 

She caught them whispering at her nakedness, exchanging knowing looks. Beatrice held her head high. She was a married woman. Let them whisper. By lunchtime, the whole palace would hear how she’d risen from her marital bed naked as the day she was born. 

Her own rooms! Beatrice exalted in the potential of it. The walls were decorated to someone else’s tastes—paintings of hunting and nature, mahogany tables, not nearly enough books—but her trunks were there, all the ones from her trousseau, waiting to be unpacked. Then Sanchia’s magnificent silks would hang from the walls, and Beatrice would pack one of the rooms in her suite with maps and books and even a sundial that could catch the light from the windows. 

Beatrice let the maids dress her and asked that her brother be brought to have a late breakfast with her in her room. She was anxious to reassure him that all had gone well. 

It made her heart ache to remember how Riccardo clutched her when she and Anryn finally made it back to the palace after the chaos in the street. Riccardo was shaking and furious. He swore that he would take her home right then. “I don’t care what they do. They will not stop me. We can leave now, tonight!”

“Dick, I’m not leaving,” Beatrice said before the Queen of Ammar came to pull her away. “Prince Anryn needs me. My place is at his side. I swore a vow. A promise to God.”

“Those don’t matter,” Riccardo yelled.

But they do, Beatrice thought. Now, sitting at breakfast, she ran her fingers over the pink scars on her fingers, already fading to silvery white. She touched the coins in their little pouch hung from her neck beneath her gown and thought of Ciamon. 

Ciamon could have killed Anryn in that alley. Or even just left him there while the wild rosebush bloomed and the hidden archer hunted him down like a dog. Beatrice dragged the vow out of Ciamon that he would not hurt Prince Anryn, and he hadn’t. Vows mattered.

Beatrice paced the length of her room, her veil fluttering behind her. She wore it, still, but kept it thrown back over her hair instead of down around her face. All around her, the maids went about their business, unpacking her trunks and decorating her new apartments. Beatrice flexed the toes on her foot, grateful and amazed to feel them move without pain. 

Ciamon might have done that sooner, the ass, Beatrice thought. There hadn’t been any dancing at the wedding at all. Now she’d have to wait weeks or even months for the tension to die down enough in Mahaut to host a party.

A half hour passed. Riccardo did not arrive. Beatrice swore under her breath. Was she to spend the rest of her life in Ammar waiting on a man? 

At last, a maid came to say that her guest had arrived. Beatrice swept from the bedroom to her receiving room, set with a small table and chairs for private dining. She stopped cold when she saw Queen Eva standing beside it. 

“I thought we might have breakfast together, Daughter, and see how you fared,” the Queen said. “You seem very well, indeed. Is your ankle healing?”

Beatrice bowed to her mother-in-law, grateful that the veil swept down around her cheeks to hide her face. For two weeks, she had avoided the Queen. Even after the rosebush, when preparing Beatrice for the bedding, Queen Eva hadn’t said more than a word to her. Now there was no escape. 

Beatrice sat down at the table laid with crusty bread and the spiced fruit preserves favored at breakfast in Sanchia. The Queen kept her veil over her face and lifted it from her nose to raise delicate little bites beneath. Beatrice spread butter on her bread and chomped on it. Every crumb stuck in her throat.

Why are you here? Beatrice wanted to scream. She already knew that somehow it was related to Riccardo’s absence. The Queen of Ammar crept all around the palace doing God only knew what. Somehow, she would know why Riccardo was not here and sat across from Beatrice now to gloat. Just like at the dance when she gloated over Beatrice’s broken ankle. 

“I trust your wedding night was adequate. Not too sore, I hope?” the Queen said. 

Beatrice stifled her scream with a mouthful of hot coffee. She had no intention of sharing the private details of her bedroom with the Queen of Ammar. Beatrice swiped a pad of butter across the top of her toast with vehemence and hoped the flicker of the morning light on the knife would be answer enough. 

The corners of Queen Eva’s eyes crinkled. Beatrice thought she might be smiling. “They’ll be checking your bed linens, now. Daily. To see whether you bleed. Whether you don’t. Wondering if you’re pregnant or not getting pregnant. Tedious business.” 

Beatrice could think of nothing to say that would end the meal more quickly. She resolved to eat faster.

“Perhaps I have not been welcoming these past two months,” the Queen sighed. “I do not apologize. I was a stranger, too, to this country. I couldn’t stand the contradictions. Modesty, virtue...” She snorted, ruffling the folds of her veil. “How can a people who profess a love of God and complete mastery of the body drink so much? But... I came to understand that this is what life in Ammar is for royalty. A brilliant contradiction. A conceit. You will understand, too, one day. When you are Queen in Ammar.”

“When I am Queen in Ammar,” Beatrice echoed. All the rage and anxiety of the past weeks exploded. “You believe that day will come, Mother? What the fuck do you care? You’ll likely be dead when it does. And go on judging me from Hell.”

“My, my.” The lines around the Queen's eyes deepened. “Authority will suit you well. If you can live long enough to claim it. Beatrice... I did not come to apologize, I came to warn you.”

“Warn me?” Beatrice asked.

“It’s been a long time since I was a girl in love. You’ll forgive me for forgetting the agony and embarrassment. I’m sure you must be feeling very confused right now. And although you are very young, I am sure that you do understand what’s at stake in statecraft,” the Queen said. “You must mind the company that you keep. Ever so much more now that it is the same company my son will keep.”

Beatrice tensed. Dreaded what the Queen would say next.

“You know who I am talking about,” Queen Eva said, low and dangerous. “This man, Ciamon Caelt. Who serves Lord Gruffydd. What would the court say of you if they saw how you looked at him? With that filthy little mouth of yours, I am sure you can imagine what words they will whisper when you walk by. What kind of Queen would you be then? How much authority could you expect to command?”

Mortified and furious, Beatrice set down her coffee cup hard enough to rattle the delicate porcelain plates beside it. “I have done nothing wrong. How dare you accuse me.”

“I do not accuse. I am warning you,” the Queen said. “Words, however childishly spoken, have consequences. Look at the man if you like. Look at any man. From behind the safety of your veil. Let no word not tailored to your husband’s interests pass beyond it. Do you understand me, dear?”

Beatrice seethed. She would not lower the veil back over her face. Not in her own apartments. Not with no man nearby to demand modesty from her like a child making up rules to a game. 

Beatrice stood up. “I think, Mother, that I’ve had more breakfast than I can stomach.” 

“Then let me leave you with one last gift, on the occasion of your wedding,” the Queen said. She rose as well, and Beatrice was obliged to bow. Queen Eva leaned close and whispered, “Your brother, Riccardo. The King has had him arrested and charged with the attempt on the prince’s life.”

Beatrice held herself frozen while the Queen drifted away. When she was gone, Beatrice collapsed to her knees, her mind whirling. 

Riccardo would not survive interrogation, Beatrice thought. He would not hold out long enough to wait for a messenger to reach the Duke in Sanchia, for the Duke to demand that the King of Ammar release his son. Her mind ran through all the things that needed to happen in order for a serious charge to be filed and a trial called. In Sanchia, there would need to be three independent witnesses, not related to one another by blood. There would be a public posting. The victim would testify...

The victim! Beatrice ran up the backstairs. Anryn was still in bed. She shook the prince awake. 

“My brother’s been arrested.” Beatrice was shaking so badly she could hardly get the words out. “They accuse him of trying to kill you. Anryn, wake up, I need you. You have to believe me. Dick would never do this. He did not do this. You have to help him, please...” 

Prince Anryn blinked at her. He took her hands and held them. The prince looked into her face, and for a moment, Beatrice thought that his eyes went cross. 

“Please,” she sobbed. “Please, you must believe me.”

“I believe you,” Anryn said. 

Beatrice flung her arms around the prince’s neck. He was barely bigger than her, she thought, but Anryn felt solid beneath her hands. “Will you help him? Can you help him? How will you prove him innocent... Do you know who hunts you?”

Anryn held her for a moment. Beatrice felt his muscles tense. For a horrifying moment, she thought that he was about to push her away. 

“I don’t know,” the prince finally answered. Beatrice did not know which of her questions he replied to. “It’s alright. I believe you. I believe you because you are telling the truth. I will speak to my father and to my counselor, Haley Lawson.”

Prince Anryn commanded that Professor Lawson be brought to consult with the prince. For the second time that day, Beatrice waited on a man to appear. When he did not, the prince grew agitated. He demanded again that Professor Lawson be brought. 

“Your Highness,” his attendant answered. “He cannot come. He’s been arrested as well.” 
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CHAPTER 24
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Professor Lawson was summoned to an early morning meeting of the King’s council, a scant six hours after the conclusion of the bedding ceremony. Weary and sick, he dragged himself through the palace to the throne room. 

I have come too far to let a hangover get the better of me, he told himself. His resolve did not waver even under the weight of a hangover—he would see Prince Anryniel safely onto the Blood Throne and endure the twilight of the Lightning King’s reign with all the diplomacy that he could muster alongside the nausea and fatigue. 

He had only himself to blame for his discomfort. Professor Lawson knew that he had let his ambition overbalance him. He’d even gone so far as to lie by omission to Prince Anryn—he hadn’t even tried to find Maertyn Blackfire the day of the wedding. He’d prayed that the Winze would stay away, his bad luck nowhere near the prince and princess as they said their vows. Now, the professor felt God punished him for his deception with this early morning council meeting—something he would ordinarily be thrilled to take part in, but now was too tired and shamefaced to enjoy. He prayed that there would be coffee. 

Instead, he found the full array of all the great lords facing him as he entered. Professor Lawson had come directly when the messenger arrived. He was sure that he was not late. Yet they were awaiting him. Even Gruffydd the Younger. 

A bad sign, the professor realized. He knelt before King Anathas.

The King wasted no words: “How many witches did my son bring into the city?”

Professor Lawson answered truthfully, “I counted no fewer than four hundred when we left Java, Your Highness.”

“It’s more than twice that,” Lord Eyiffoen said. “We have nearly a thousand in the jails. Three hundred in Blackgate, another hundred at Four Corners, two hundred at Stonewell...”

“You are confused,” Lord Gruffydd cut in. “You’ve mixed them up with the drunks, the debtors, and the twits selling garlands. Your Highness, none of these men have been put to the question, and we cannot know...”

“We know that they themselves say they are witches,” Lord Kenon said. “They claimed as much—they bragged about it, as if it were a society. I’m surprised you don’t take it more seriously, my Lord Gruffydd. You are more than old enough to remember how the farmers organized to foment rebellion just before the border shut.”

“That was different. These poor souls aren’t armed,” said Lord Teqwyn. “These men are lost, and friendless, and they should not be locked up. They are dangerous, yes. But confinement does not improve their desperate situation.”

“Quite right. Rather, let us send these pathetic wretches away. There is an entire nation just to the East who is more than happy to take them,” Gruffydd said. 

Professor Lawson understood, following the exchange, that he had been brought to the council as an expert witness in a longstanding debate. On one side, Gruffydd and Teqwyn argued for exile for the witches and engagement with Nynomath. On the other hand, Kenon and Eyiffoen leaned toward enforcement of the King’s witch laws with no changes to the plan of attack.  

Of course this would be about money for Gruffydd, Professor Lawson thought. Horses, money, his second and third marriages... The Gruffydd family was always on the lookout for an investment. 

The professor glanced at Gruffydd the Younger. His student would not meet his eyes. Gruffydd the Elder leaned over and said something to his son. Too quietly for Professor Lawson to overhear. 

Professor Lawson considered what he knew about his student’s character. He thought of Griff’s classwork, lazy and shortsighted. He thought of how he treated Prince Anryn. Fickle and overbearing. What had he told the King about Java? The professor doubted that Griff mentioned it was his idea to rescue the witches in the first place. The prisoner’s dilemma lurked in the back of his mind, the empty squares waiting for what world he would have to live in if Griff were a betrayer in the dilemma. 

King Anathas spoke to the professor again: “Lawson. Of those who accompanied my son... Could you swear, before God and all these men here, whether they were witches or ordinary heretics?”

Now the professor thought of his own character. His own ambition. To lie to the King was akin to driving a spike through his own head to mount on the prison wall. Yet—to tell the truth now would surely harm Anryn. He gazed into the Lightning King’s eyes and recalled the cold, hard look in his eye when he struck his own son across the face. 

He could not bring himself to consign Anryniel to the fate of the red X. 

“Ordinary,” he lied.

“Your Majesty—forgive me, but I must speak,” said Gruffydd the Younger. “The Prince of Ammar has been the victim of a plot to manipulate him into breaking Your Highness’s laws.”

Oh, what fresh pretension is this? Professor Lawson thought. He watched the younger Gruffydd puff up his chest, as he did in lecture when he was sure that he had the answer. Spreading himself to take up more of the room. 

“I believe that witches manipulate Prince Anryniel by enchantment and coercion,” Griff continued. “I believe that he takes the counsel of a degenerate drunk named Martin Blackwater...”

Professor Lawson bit back the correction he’d been about to offer. They’d traveled together for two weeks and the boy had never even bothered to learn Maertyn’s name?

“...and that this man has also corrupted Haley Lawson with foul witchcraft to the point and purpose of turning the prince against Your Majesty. At Java, the professor was grievously injured by mages that...”

‘Who,’ you ignorant twit, thought the professor to himself, furious.

“...had come to abduct the witches. By some sorcery, Blackwater healed him, and now they conspire to mislead Anryn,” Gruffydd the Younger finished.

Professor Lawson’s nostrils flared. The professor truly could not work out if the boy were stupid, repeating only the last thing he heard, and imperfectly at that. Or if he were smart enough to be the very worst kind of hypocrite, the one who stated his own motives as those of his enemies. 

“What is your proof, young man?” he asked, his voice hoarse with the strain of disapproval. He might’ve pinched Gruffydd’s ear had this been a case of speaking out of turn in the classroom. 

But it was the throne room they were in now, and Gruffydd stood beside his father, among the great lords of Ammar. The balance of power here was not in Professor Lawson’s favor. 

“I saw magic in Java—and I know you saw it, too,” Griff said, his face flushing a deep red. “Look at the burns on his legs. All healed by witchcraft.” 

Before the professor could respond to the allegation, the King gave some sign. Armed guards approached. Professor Lawson had only a moment to decide on an action before they reached for him and shook the truth from the folds of his robes. 

For the first time in Haley Lawson’s life, he decided there was nothing to be gained from diplomacy. 

“Spiteful little brat,” he snarled at the son of Gruffydd. The King’s guard seized him and yanked up the hem of his robes and the woolen hose beneath down far enough to reveal the gnarled pink skin staining his legs. “This is entirely because I flunked you on the midterm! You may imprison every last faculty member at Amwarren University, but I defy you to hold a map upright, let alone know where to find an ocean on it!”

***
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ON THEIR FIRST FULL day of marriage, Beatrice and Anryn learned much about each other. Beatrice learned that Anryn suffered nosebleeds and ground his teeth when he was angry. Anryn learned that Beatrice could curse worse than a sailor and that she could throw a butter knife hard enough across a room to embed itself in a wall. 

“I’ll pry it out later,” Beatrice promised. She pinched the bridge of Anryn’s nose and wiped the blood from his lip, helping her prince ready himself to confront his father when the King finally sent for him. 

“Where did you learn to do that?” Anryn asked.

“My mother,” Beatrice said. “Growing up in a house full of brothers, she said that we should always make sure to have a few tricks up our sleeves.”

Anryn regarded her with a measure of awe. “I hope you have more.”

Beatrice raised her eyebrows and for once did not try to make a glib reply. They still had much to learn about each other. She wanted to trust the prince, but Ciamon was a lesson to her in what could happen when she trusted too easily. So she did not tell her new husband about the tapestry in the throne room—and the little door hidden behind it. 

She went back to her own rooms to make as if she planned to go to church. She sent a runner to summon Sarah Tommasi to walk with her—then sent a second runner to Aunt Alys at Gruffydd’s mansion. If Beatrice timed it right, the two ladies would arrive at the palace at the same time and entangle themselves in gossip in the entryway. By the time someone came to tell the new princess that they’d arrived, Beatrice would have asked another servant where the kitchen was and asked someone else to saddle her horse. Everyone would be thoroughly confused about where the princess truly was. 

She slipped into the servants’ quarters and pulled her plainest, darkest veil over her head. With her soft-soled dressing slippers underneath her gown, she made no sound slipping down the narrow staircase toward the library on the second floor. The palace still hummed with the tension from before the wedding—only now it took on a new, hushed pitch. The whispers between maids were quieter. The glances between the valets were shorter. The whole of Mahaut seemed like a guitar string plucked too hard, the sour note reverberating in the air long after the song ended. 

Beatrice reached the landing below the library. Cautiously, she lifted her veil and looked around. No one was in the hall at the moment. She waited for a man to come through the door, pushing through with full ashtrays in both hands on his way down to the washrooms in the basement to empty them. Then she darted to catch the door before it could close all the way.

The King still yelled. Beatrice was shocked he had not lost his voice yet between this and his furious shouting from the day before.

“So help me, if I have to tell you one more goddamned time, Teqwyn, I will hang you by your ankles from the window. How many are there? Lawson said it was only four hundred at most...”

“The man lies—we know that he lies,” Lord Eyiffoen said. “What difference does it make how many he reported? We should round up all those in the jails and send them to work the galleys in the Golden Fleet—that will take the fight out of them.”

“An accurate count is necessary if we are to derive any monetary advantage from this catastrophe...” Gruffydd said. Beatrice recognized the tone of his voice from previous councils—hungry, ambitious. 

“Sell them. You want to sell them,” King Anathas said. “You think I am a fool? You mean to auction them off to Nynomath. To our enemy.”

“I... would only open a discussion as to revising the witch laws to allow for extradition. As a tactic to put them off guard,” Gruffydd said. “We could entice them to the border while Sanchia’s navy goes around the Horn...” 

Beatrice listened for any mention of Riccardo. She guessed that Professor Lawson had been blamed for allowing Prince Anryn to bring witches into Mahaut, leading to his arrest. Naturally, all Gruffydd cared about in the exchange was money.  

“I must refuse you, cousin,” the King said to Gruffydd. “I owe you more than most. Which is why I will never trust you. You will not signal cooperation to Nynomath when I mean to attack. I will not sell them the witches I have spent decades depriving them of at any cost.”

“Your Majesty worries too much about them,” Gruffydd said. “There has been no movement at the border. They suspect nothing...”

“We cannot worry too much about them,” Eyiffoen said. “The man may consort with heretics, but you saw the scars on his legs. If Little Griff’s tale is true, then they’ve been here far longer than we realize.”

Gruffydd, sensing a threat to his honor, spoke: “I’ve had the mountain patrolled every day since the prince returned to Amwarren telling tales of assassins.”

“That certainly was no tale,” Eyiffoen said. “An arrow was recovered from the scene of the infernal rosebush. Well-made. Painted black. Fired at near distance, likely from a rooftop. The work of a hired professional, certainly—an expensive one...” 

It was Gruffydd, Beatrice thought. The red envelope in his library—the thunk of the heavy little things on the floor that had nearly given her away. Her mind started to race, wondering if the envelope was still there—if one of the bolts had rolled beneath the desk, perhaps. She would need evidence against Gruffydd that could be presented to the King...

Her mind stopped whittling when the King yelled, “Send for Prince Anryniel!”

She dug her fingers into the wood frame of the doorway. If anyone tried to drag her away now, they would have to tear her nails from her hand to do it. She held her breath and waited. It only took a dozen minutes for Anryn to arrive. 

Anryn wasted no words. “Why is my new brother-in-law under arrest?” 

Beatrice smiled, pleased that her new husband was so bold. The King might yell and hit when he was angry, but just as she’d imagined, her prince wasn’t afraid of monsters. 

King Anathas spoke to his son between clenched teeth. “I believe him to be behind the attempts on your life.”

“On what evidence?” Anryn asked. “The son of Sanchia has neither come nor gone from Mahaut in the months that I was away. He serves at his father’s pleasure. If the Duke did not want the marriage, there were easier ways to prevent it.” 

“Gruffydd spoke against him,” the King said. “There were letters discovered among the marquess’s things. They were searched after the scuffle in the street.” 

“What do the letters say?” Anryn asked. “What was the order?”

Gruffydd spoke up. “They were coded messages. He was to kill the Prince of Ammar. By any means. Before or after the wedding. When you were not expecting it.”

“To what end?” Anryn demanded. “I’ve already married his sister. He is my brother in the eyes of God and the law.”

“He was overheard to say that there would be no wedding if you never came back,” Gruffydd said.

Beatrice sucked in a breath. They had lived in this man’s house for almost nine weeks. While their servants drifted away one by one, Gruffydd replaced them with his own. What hadn’t been overheard? What hadn’t been searched? What careless things had they said to one another when Gruffydd had servants nearby to hear? Between the two of them, the lord could easily blame an assassination on Sanchia, whether or not the bolts of the crossbow used in the attack were found in his study. 

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a slight movement. She turned her head and saw Queen Eva standing on the steps, in the exact spot where Beatrice had encountered her months before. Beatrice met the Queen’s eyes and then turned her head back to the door, defiant. 

After a moment, Queen Eva stood beside her. She reached past Beatrice to push the door open a little wider. They stood there together, listening. 

“And he would make an enemy of you?” Anryn asked the King. That stubborn tone was still there. Beatrice was relieved. It meant that her prince believed her. “Sanchia means to renege?”

“Perhaps it is not Sanchia the marquess acts in the name of,” Gruffydd suggested. 

“He thinks we don’t know that he takes money from the archmages to turn a blind eye to the border once a month,” Queen Eva murmured. 

“He does?” Beatrice whispered. She glanced at her mother-in-law sidelong. 

“Oh yes,” the Queen whispered back. “Greedy pig sits in the castle his family built for him and fills it with coins from every nation. That’s why we gave him the mint—to keep his hands busy and the money counted.”

Prince Anryn was speaking again, and what he said made all the chairs in the room squeak with tension. “You’re implying Nynomath. You don’t want to say so because you know that it’s not true. Nynomath has no reason to want me dead.”

The King cleared his throat. “How can you know?”

“My death would not change Your Highness’s plan to attack. It might even strengthen it,” Anryn answered his father. “Rather, someone else may have believed that Sanchia would back down if my life, or the lives of my wife and her brother, were cut short. I think, sire, you’ve played into someone else’s plot to weaken your invasion plan by alienating the Duke.” 

“Not another word,” the King shouted. 

Beatrice startled at the sudden sound. Queen Eva’s hand shot out and grabbed her shoulder. Her cool, hard fingers dug into Beatrice’s collar, holding her in place. Beatrice glanced at the Queen. How many times had the woman heard the Lightning King erupt like this, she wondered. It must have lost its shock value long ago. 

“You think to play the lord here, little boy?” the King shouted. “Or perhaps a martyr? To ignore such an audacious act of aggression as an attempt on your own life is weak and pitiful.”

“I survived three separate attempts on my life in two months,” Anryn snarled back. “Am I weak, or am I lucky? It’s too much for you to imagine that I am capable.”

“I think you are foolish. You keep the company of witches, heretics, and drunks. Sway your opinions to suit the chattering buzzards of Amwarren,” the Kind said. “Never mind. You are young. God willing you live long enough to keep your own counsel. Or to take the good help given to you by the friends that you should keep.”

Griff spoke up. “I give your son only the best counsel, my liege.”

Beside her, the Queen’s veil stirred near her mouth, as though she snorted through the silk.

“Oh, such counsel does he give me,” Anryn said. Now the prince’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “What was your advice to me? Be my own man? Wasn’t that what you said in Java?”

“Now, now, we need not bring the schoolyard into the King’s council...” Tommasi said. 

“Or, as you said, it was your father’s idea I should go to Dorland,” Anryn said. “That I might get scared and call the wedding off—you really think you’re in a position to offer me advice when you’re under your own father’s thumb?”

“What are you saying, son?” Gruffydd asked.

“I’m not your son,” Anryn said. His tone could have cut glass. “What I am saying, Lord Gruffydd, is that the man who compasses my death is in this room, and I am looking right at him.” 

For a moment, no one spoke. Beatrice blinked into the crack of light through the door, wondering if somehow Anryn had heard her thoughts. How else had he worked out Gruffydd was behind it? She jolted in surprise when the sound of a chair clattering to the ground broke the silence.

“You really have lost your mind. Professor Lawson has poisoned you against my father!” Griff’s voice did not sound so confident now. It bounced off the walls, high and shrill: “Where is your proof?”

Beatrice heard the whisper of metal on leather. Another Ammarish council dissolving into posturing. A second chair scraped across the floor as the Prince of Ammar stood. Beatrice heard his voice, smooth and loud, carrying ever so much more beautifully than it did when he argued. 

“You’d better put that sword away,” Anryn said. “Unless you’re prepared to use it, Griff.” 

“Look for me at dawn,” Gruffydd the Younger replied. “In the public garden.”

“This is barbaric,” Lord Teqwyn interrupted. “Put up the sword, lad. That is the son of your King...”

“Who has been led astray by drunks and witches... who urge him to scheme and take the throne for himself,” Gruffydd the Elder said quietly. 

“You’re goddamned right. I plan to be the king because one day I will be King, as God and my father intended for me,” Anryn yelled. “And if I consort with witches on my way to the Blood Throne, it’s because they give better advice than your two-faced son, you murdering traitor.”

“Enough,” the Lightning King roared, twice as loud as his son. “Everyone out. Out, my lords!”

The Queen let go of Beatrice’s hand and moved toward the stairs. Beatrice was shocked that Queen Eva intended to obey the King’s command, even if he could not see her. For a moment, Beatrice thought of following her. The Queen did not look back as she ascended the stairs. Beatrice decided to stay where she was and hear what the King had to say to Anryn.

For a long moment, the King said nothing. Beatrice could feel the tension in the room stretched to its limits, like a piece of fabric pulled yanked across too much skin. 

Anryn tore first. “He tried to have me killed, Father. I know it.”

Beatrice sucked in a breath. She wished that she could have poked her husband in his ribs. Prince Anryn could have outlasted the King if he’d held his tongue a little longer, maybe even flounced out of the room to buy himself some more time. Beatrice would have to teach him how to win the arguments he started.

“But you have no proof. Instead, you now have an enemy. The little lord Gruffydd—who now must challenge you as a matter of honor, to defend his father. As you would fight to defend me, no doubt,” the King said. “Why bother having sons at all if they won’t live up to their fathers?”

Beatrice thought of the Lightning King kissing his lady in the dark. Her competitiveness flared, and that protective jealousy she felt for her family now spread itself over Anryn. 

Just you wait, Beatrice thought. My King will be a better King than you, old man! 
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CHAPTER 25
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In all his ruminations on executions, Professor Lawson had somehow never once considered the tedium that came with imprisonment. 

From the palace of Mahaut, he was escorted to Stonewell Prison some four miles from the palace, on the far side of the gardens. The hours of the day inched by, each slitted window in the great stone fortress a sundial counting out the sluggish minutes. The professor gave his name, rank, and gave both again and again as he was questioned by each subsequent warden who came to the prison that day.

It seemed that the prison had administrative woes. Professor Lawson recognized the thousand-yard stare and gritted teeth that came from too many names on too many pieces of paper to keep track of. He had to spell his name out each time that he gave it and correct his birthdate twice as he matriculated.

“Haley F. Lawson. Son of Reginald Lawson and spouse, born in the year of our Lord 1296. Professor of Diplomacy, Amwarren University, Doctorate of Government...”

“Oh, are you a doctor?” the third harried administrative assistant asked. “The prison’s assigned physician isn’t due for another two days, and we’ve got some broken bones and at least one suspected case of the ague...”

“Sadly, I’m not that kind of doctor,” Professor Lawson said. He was not sad at all. “In my role, I provide guidance to government officials seeking to improve the health of diplomatic relations between sovereign nations.”

“I see,” said the administrative assistant. He wrote down a note in the long ream of paper he kept in front of him and reached for a large iron ring bristling with keys. Professor Lawson squinted at the paper—incensed when he thought that he made out the word Incompetent.

Professor Lawson was brought to the third floor of the prison. From here, the slitted windows of the fortress faced the outskirts of Mahaut over the stone wall and over the road down toward the sea. The sun was just setting behind the low gray winter clouds when they opened his cell and pressed him inside to join four other prisoners.

The professor was shocked to discover Riccardo of Sanchia among them. “M’lord—hello! We have not been properly introduced. I am Professor Haley Lawson of Amwarren. I negotiated with your father the Duke for the marriage contract...”

“I ought to punch you in the mouth,” Riccardo of Sanchia yelled at him in Sanchia’s native tongue. He continued in Ammarish, “Break the fucking hand that wrote me into this Hell.”

“Fair enough,” said the professor. He reconsidered the circumstances of their engagement and switched to Sanchian to put the young man more at ease: “I am sorry that matters have devolved to this sorry state. But do not despair, marquess. Yours is an esteemed position. You are entitled to gentle treatment even in custody and can be assured of good legal counsel...”

Riccardo slashed the air around him with his arm, indicating the room. “Gentle treatment? I share this room with two drunks and a Hellion who hasn’t washed in a week.”

“Oy!” one of the other prisoners said. “I heard that, ye fuckwit. Learn ye t’count—I be drunk too.”

Professor Lawson recognized the faded blue paint on the gentleman’s cheeks as the festival markings common to the wedded men of Hellechrae. The professor linked his hands and bowed to the man in greeting. He spoke this man’s native language as well: “Greetings, and may God spare you hellfire.”

One of the other drunks in the room groaned. “Keep it down. I am trying to sleep...”

Professor Lawson helped himself to a seat beside Riccardo of Sanchia. He spoke in a lower tone. “I had grave concerns for your safety yesterday. The King of Ammar has a famously tempestuous nature...”

“The Lightning King,” Riccardo sneered. “He’s so old, he can hardly move all that fast with those bent legs.”

“In his youth, he spent nearly every moment in the saddle. That is why His Majesty is said to move as quickly as lightning. And also, incidentally, it is why he is bow-legged,” Professor Lawson said. “Marchioness, I apologize. A grave mistake has been made, but do take heart. Prince Anryniel will set matters right. God will see justice done.”

“How can you know?” Riccardo asked. 

“Because Prince Anryniel is trained to intellectual rigor,” the professor said. He shamed himself all over again that he had not had more faith in Anryn—that he had not done as the prince had asked and sought out Maertyn Blackfire before the nuptials. Perhaps none of this would be happening now. 

Professor Lawson set the white-hot shame aside and tried to picture what his student would do now, left to his own devices. Out of habit, he lectured: “Right now, His Highness will be asking himself, with dispassionate academic analysis, what his brother-in-law could possibly stand to gain from an attempt on the prince’s life. He will plot out the course of events and reach a rational, sound conclusion that exonerates you.”

Riccardo sighed and rubbed his eyes, exhausted. “They said he was scrawny, but they did also say that he was smart.”

Professor Lawson allowed himself to feel a stab of pride. 

Night fell at Stonewell Prison. Still more prisoners were brought. The professor could hear the guards at the end of the long stone hall arguing fiercely about which cells to put them in when all the cells were at capacity.

“Just shove one or two at a time, then go to the next,” said one guard.  

“They have to stop bringing them here,” complained another. “Why can’t they lodge some of them in the debtor’s jail over by the bread lane?”

“We’re closest to the garden,” said the first. 

They brought two more men to the cell where Professor Lawson attempted to lie down on the floor to sleep. These weren’t foreigners, but Ammarish men with sullen, sober faces. Their clothes were rumpled, as though they had fought with their captors before being subdued.

“God will give us justice,” one of them barked at the guard as he closed the cell door. “Nature will not abandon us!”

“Save it for the pyre, flower baby,” the overworked guard sighed.

“Oy!” the Hellechraen man shouted at them. “Keep it down, eh? This hangover ain’t sleepin’ off itself.”

The exchange repeated itself several more times throughout the night. When the ninth prisoner was crammed into the cell that was only meant for four, Professor Lawson took to sitting upright against a wall to try to doze, fitfully. The men crowded around him muttered to one another in whatever language they shared.

“They’re going to burn us, they’re going to burn us...”

“Shh! Don’t let them know that you are afraid. That’s a guilty conscience and we’ve done nothing wrong!”

“The Prince of Ammar is with us. He will fight for our honor. They said the duel is at dawn.”

“A duel?” Professor Lawson stirred. He tested his voice to make sure that he spoke the correct language when he addressed the most recent prisoners added to the cell. “What duel?”

“The Prince of Ammar will fight,” one of the men, the accused witch, whispered. “They say he threw down the gauntlet at the King's council...”

“No, it were Gruffydd,” said one of the others. “He fights for us. He were at Java with the prince. And that other one they sing about. The Warts or some such...”

“Winze,” Professor Lawson corrected. 

The professor felt a cold dread slide down his throat. With limited room to move about, Professor Lawson settled for flapping his hands and rocking up on his heels as he did in long lectures. All throughout the night, his mind raced through the possibilities. What sort of duel was this? Judiciary? A trial by combat? Who were the combatants, the plaintiff? 

In the early morning of his second day in prison, he got his answer. Fog blanketed Mahaut on that cold winter morning. It hid the gardens from the view of the window, but it had the curious effect of amplifying the echoes from voices in the street. There was a growing chatter there, an excitement. 

Finally, over the fog rose a sharp cry, “The Prince fights! He will fight!”

Riccardo of Sanchia got up to join the professor at the window. The cries outside grew louder, as more people caught word. All was confusion, the echoes racing up and down the street. Behind them, out in the prison halls, Professor Lawson could hear the guards moving. Arming themselves. 

“A touch! There is a touch for Gruffydd!”

“A touch for the prince!”

“It’s over! It’s over! The prince was slain!”

Professor Lawson was barely able to grasp it in the time between the first cry and now the most recent. A duel had been fought... but who won? What had happened? 

“It’s a trick,” Riccardo said to him. “It has to be. Like when they switched places.”

“I cannot say,” Professor Lawson shook his head, bewildered. “Unless this is some elaborate ploy, I do believe both my students just earned themselves an expulsion for violating Amwarren University’s Code of Conduct.”

***
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THE NIGHT BEFORE THE duel, the Prince of Ammar relived every bout he’d ever fenced. Every thrust, every parry, and every lunge he’d made in the last twelve years flicked through his mind, starting at age seven when he stabbed the tutor in the leg. As Anryn relived his life through the lens of his sword, he came at last to the moments that hadn’t been playacting. The last two months, where he’d killed two men and survived encounters with brigands and mages. 

A fight for survival was nothing like the fencing club at University. Anryn cringed, remembering in each of the real fights how his feet were all out of position, his elbow sliding out of alignment with his shoulder. Was he actually terrible at fencing? Could it be that the whole court, the entire fencing club, only flattered the Prince of Ammar by pretending to lose?

No. Anryn shoved the thought away and relived the moment when the Sight guided him to lunge at the mage. What a lunge that had been! A mage of Nynomath wouldn’t pretend to lose. A terrible swordsman wouldn’t have survived an encounter with a mage.

Dueling Griff would be harder. This was a duel of honor. Anryn could not kill or seriously injure the son of a great lord without public opinion turning against him. Losing was equally unacceptable to Anryn. Even though the duel was not trial by combat, Gruffydd would know God was on Anryn’s side if he won, and give up whatever his scheme had been. And Griff might finally learn to keep his gossip to himself.

In the dark, Beatrice reached for him. He didn’t realize she was awake. She put her hand on his chest, over his heart.

“Are you afraid?” Beatrice whispered. “Is he a better swordsman than you...?”

“He’s not. But he’s bigger and has a longer reach,” Anryn said. 

Under her hand, Anryn’s heart started to beat faster. The prince turned to his wife in their bed. He was still not quite used to sleeping next to another person. Each time he realized that she was there, it was as though his whole body tingled with the strangeness of it.

“Do you know much about fencing?” Anryn asked.

“I do. Dueling is common in Sanchia. If my brother were free, he would be your second,” Beatrice said.

“Seconds are supposed to talk us out of it,” Anryn said. “I don’t even have one. I thought of asking one of Lord Teqwyn’s sons, but I suspect Griff already asked them. Jacob Tommasi might come out for me, but I don’t know...”

“Lady Tommasi has been kind to me,” Beatrice said. “But, if it’s too late to ask her son, I’ll be your second.”

Anryn gaped at her. “What? A lady has no business at a duel, and you’re not even allowed in the garden...”

Beatrice made a sharp sound in her throat. Her fingers crushed down into Anryn’s chest. “A lady’s business is protecting her family, husband. You need me. So loan me your clothes and help me bind my breasts. My hair is already short. I can pass for a boy.”

That stung. Anryn pushed her hand away, suddenly very aware of the hairlessness of his chest. Resentful that his wife was right. They were nearly the same height, though Beatrice was two years younger. 

“You need me,” Beatrice insisted. “I have a plan to get the proof that you need for your father. If I go with you to the duel, I can put it into action.”

Anryn considered her, his eyes picking out little details in the dark that he hadn’t caught in daylight. She lifted her chin when she argued. She had a single, shallow mole on her cheekbone the exact same shade as her eyes.

Anryn met her determined gaze and said, “Go on.”

Beatrice snuggled in closer to Anryn. 

“Gruffydd says he has coded letters from my father to my brother as proof,” she began. “A code requires a cipher. I have one from my mother that would decode any true letter from Sanchia. Gruffydd would have planted the letters in the library of his guest house, but I’ll bet that he didn’t plant a cipher. That would probably be in his own library in his main house. If we can get it, we can compare it against the one I have from my mother and prove that Gruffydd wrote the letters.”

“How will you search his library?” Anryn asked. 

“One of his servants will help me,” she said. “Ciamon. The man who helped us escape the crowd at the wedding.”

Something about how she said the man’s name made Anryn want to reach for the Sight. It felt like there would be a line there. The prince turned away from Beatrice, resisting it. Anryn felt a stab of shame. It appalled him how easily witchcraft came to him now. The urge to use it was almost constant. 

Well, and why shouldn’t he, some part of the prince argued. Why not seize an advantage if it kept him alive? 

Because it’s wrong to abuse an imbalance of power. Anryn’s other self swam just behind his eyes all the time now. Her words wound around his own, pouring out of his mouth when he accused Gruffydd, when he stood up to the Lightning King. When he was her, the prince knew what to say and what to do. He thought of himself as her. This Anryn was counting on herself to win the duel, without the Sight. She knew she could not be a witch while her father lived. 

She still needed a second, however. 

Was Beatrice’s suggestion really so wild? Anryn wondered. He disguised himself as a woman to sneak into Mahaut. It was hypocrisy itself to tell his wife she couldn’t do the same. As a duel of honor, the danger to her would be limited. 

Anryn dozed off, sleeping for a few fitful hours before the servants woke him an hour before dawn to prepare. Beatrice got up with him to dress him herself, and Anryn sent the attendants away. Alone, he helped Beatrice wind a length of fabric around her chest, pressing her breasts flat. Over this, she wore one of his shirts and jacket that her shoulders almost filled. She slicked back her hair with water and oil, flattening the curls against her scalp.

The effect was convincing. Anryn’s heart skipped a beat as Beatrice buckled one of his belts around herself. She handed him another belt, with the sword dangling in its sheath. They left the palace by the side gate and made their way to the garden.

They arrived just as the sky turned slate gray with the earliest rays of the sun. A heavy fog covered the streets of Mahaut, shrouding the wedding guests that still slept in the street. Beatrice and Anryn stepped around them and slipped into the public garden by the men’s entrance. 

Anryn saw a line of empty carts by the fence as they entered. At this time of year, they should have been replanting all the flower beds for spring. As they came nearer to the center of the garden, he saw that the beds had been dug up, and a wooden scaffold was being built over the dirt. The prince froze when he saw the wide, flat platform on top of it.

A pyre. They were building a pyre. 

Beatrice looked at the platform. “Is this supposed to be here?”

“My father is going to burn the witches in Mahaut. All at once. Here,” said Anryn. He started to shake. How fast did the King of Ammar mean to try and execute the hundreds of people who had come with him for the wedding? They’d been arrested not two days ago! 

Maertyn... What will I do about Maertyn...?

“Look alive, husband. They’re up there,” Beatrice said. She nodded to the platform. In the mist, Anryn could make out four figures waiting for them there. Griff, Jareth, and Idris, and Ciamon Caelt. 

“Who’s your boy, Ryn? Some urchin you picked up from the street to be your second?” Griff called down to him. 

The Prince of Ammar heaved himself up onto the platform. Before Anryn thought to turn and offer Beatrice his hand, she’d already climbed up beside him. It was only then that Anryn realized her limp was completely gone. When did that happen?

“M’lord, I need your sword,” Ciamon said. He stepped forward and held out his hands for Anryn to surrender his blade for inspection. 

Anryn unsheathed the blade and handed it to him. It felt as though his body moved at half-speed, as if everything passed through water. The prince was aware of the air that slid down the back of his nose into his throat. He heard the birds chirping in the garden, the faraway sounds of footsteps in the street. Anryn’s focus sharpened down to the moment. They were here, this was happening. 

A normal duel took several days to arrange, usually through the seconds. But they were all so young that they went off of what they had read about in books. “Meet me at dawn,” and twenty yards marked out on the platform with lines of chalk... At least one of Teqwyn’s sons had had the presence of mind to bring bandages and bottles of alcohol for sterilizing the weapons. Beatrice took charge of organizing them and dousing the swords. 

Between the six of them, they were able to work out the rules of engagement. Once on guard, retreating over the chalked lines counted as surrender. The duel ended when someone died, cried out “Craven!” or when their second declared them unable to continue. 

Ciamon Caelt acted as the director of combat. It shouldn’t have been someone who worked for Gruffydd in the role, but after the events of the day before, Anryn trusted him. The prince knew that Ciamon could handle himself in a fight from the way he’d helped them out of the alleys.

Ciamon handed Anryn back his sword after checking it. Then he tied a white silk handkerchief around the prince’s wrist. 

“Protects the arteries,” he explained. 

Anryn felt something like nausea. That hadn’t been in the books. 

There were people gathered in the garden. As the fog burned off, faces emerged from the green and brown patches on the ground. They should not have been there, but gossip flew fast across Mahaut. Men who had come to build the witch’s pyre that morning were treated to the spectacle of a private duel. Anryn wondered if some of them, like Beatrice, were really women sneaking in to see the fight.

“We should have sold tickets,” Jareth called to Anryn.

The prince ignored him. Anryn checked his hilt, ran his eyes down the length of the blade. The dull blue glint of the morning light in the blade impressed him more than the tip. He glanced up and saw more blue—blue eyes like his own, glaring back at him. Lost in his own thoughts, Anryn had almost forgotten about Griff. 

The son of Gruffydd stripped down to the waist, exposing his broad shoulders and the glossy black hair on his chest. He was bigger than Anryn remembered from Java. 

He presents a bigger target, the other self whispered. You don’t need the Sight to know where to stab.

Anryn glanced at Beatrice. She spoke to Ciamon over by the little table lined with the bandages and alcohol for their wounds. Idris was nodding along with whatever she said, quite content to give an unknown boy his consideration more than he ever would a woman. Beatrice had been right about passing for a boy.

“Everything’s ready,” Beatrice said when she came back to Anryn’s side. 

“Gentleman... on guard,” Ciamon called. 

The prince heard the words, and understood them without the need for thought. Anryn saluted Griff from across the line, sank into the familiar angles of knees and elbows. Then the duel began.

Griff wasted no time closing the distance between them. He put into action a plan he’d clearly thought up in advance: crowd Anryn close to the chalk line, overwhelm the prince with his superior size. Griff attacked, roaring out a challenge, slashing the air with a fury.

Anryn reacted to the blade, not the noise. He reached the tip of his blade out to touch Griff’s wrist, just past the white line of the silk handkerchief he, too, wore. In the violent action, Griff blade snapped back against Anryn’s. The point of his sword grazed Anryn’s forearm.

“Halt!” shouted Ciamon.

They broke apart. Jareth and Idris were ready with the alcohol to disinfect the blades. Beatrice mopped blood from the cut in Anryn’s arm. At the edge of the platform, spectators crowded close. The prince could not hear them, but he saw their mouths move. Debating who had got the first hit.

It did not matter. This was not a duel for sport with points awarded for touches, disqualifications for off-target hits. The entire body was the target. The goal was to inflict as much damage as possible. Anryn squared at the chalk line to engage again and considered his options.

The torso was the best choice. A single, perfect stab would be fatal. If not in the minutes afterward, then in the months when the wound inevitably festered. Anryn reminded himself his goal wasn’t to kill Griff. He needed to find a way to wound him badly enough to stop him—to drive him to surrender or prevent him from continuing the fight.

The urge to use the Sight tugged at Anryn. He could, if he wanted, unfocus his eyes while they engaged. Follow the glittering gold lines to strike home. 

Something held him back. Was it only stubbornness? That same angry, bitter resentment that led Anryn to nearly drown himself at Java. Or was there something in the soul that said to the prince, No, you may not; the Sight is not meant for this. 

Before he could come up with a plan, they were on guard again. This engagement was slower, more technical. Griff let Anryn feel along the edge of his blade before rotating it out of contact and sliding along for a stab at Anryn’s shoulder. The prince flicked his wrist, sending the attack outward and brought the point back to Griff’s chest, scratching him deep in the thick patch of hair. Crimson sprouted from the black curls.

“Halt,” Ciamon called again.

Anryn ground his teeth and let Beatrice dab his forearm again. Somehow there was another gash there, just above where Griff had landed the first, and another down the top of his right thigh. When did that happen? He glared across the platform at Griff, having his chest doused with alcohol against infection. 

Beatrice and Idris met again by the table to confer. Idris was shaking his head. Beatrice said something to Ciamon, and the man frowned at her. Anryn did not even try to guess at what they negotiated. All that mattered to him was defeating Griff. 

Both of them bled from half a dozen wounds at once. Somehow, Anryn’s cheek was wet with blood. He couldn’t say if it were a touch from the duel or if one of the scratches from the witch’s rosebush reopened. The platform between them was splattered with droplets and smears of it.

Just say craven! Anryn wanted to scream at Griff. 

“He only wants to embarrass you.” Maertyn’s voice came back to Anryn, and the prince remembered all of the times that Griff could have killed him. Not just in Dorland or Java—but in all the years of their lives as children. He could have shoved him down stairs, tripped him while they explored cliffs, or left him deep in the forest when they went hunting. Instead, Griff had been like a brother to Anryn.

But the Prince of Ammar has no brothers, the other Anryn whispered. There is only me. I am the only prince that Ammar has—and this is one more man who can’t accept that. 

Fine. Then let him die here, Anryn agreed. He pointed his finger at the ground from over the cross guard of his sword. When Beatrice came to say something to him, to ask if he wanted to stop, Anryn waved her off. 

“Enough,” said the Prince of Ammar. “I’m not here for pinpricks and a handshake.”

They were on guard again. Anryn forgot about Maertyn, forgot about God, even forgot himself for a moment. He wasn’t a witch, the woman in the water, or even the Prince of Ammar then. He was reduced down to a venomous tincture of rage, entitlement, and conviction that blotted out all the little things that made life livable—loyalty, honor, and justice. Nature didn’t care about all of those, or any of them. In that awful moment, neither did Anryn.

This time, Anryn slid into the engagement with a double lunge. He drove the leading foot into the ground, lifting himself a little higher in the air while he parried Griff out of the high line. With Griff’s lower body exposed, Anryn closed the distance by throwing his lead leg out to land in a second lunge, extending his sword arm straight out.

For a moment, he looked up into Griff’s face. It was distorted, physically and mentally. His mouth was curled in something like his familiar smirk, but his eyes were wide and hollow. Drained of some essential vitality. His entire awareness hinged on the point of Anryn’s sword. Prisoner to the fear of it.

That was when Anryn understood why he held himself back from the Sight. To do so then was a gross abuse of power. Griff didn’t come to the duel to kill Anryn. He’d said it himself: he wanted to be the best of the King’s subjects—and dreaded being the least of them. What kind of king would Anryn be if he killed the weakest of his subjects?

At the last possible second, Anryn dropped the point of his blade. He was already too close to break off the attack. The tip was well past Griff’s guard. Anryn brought it out of the line that would have run Griff right through below the belly button. The hit landed lower, at the top of the thigh. Right between the artery and his manhood.

“Halt!” Ciamon called, even before Anryn realized he’d landed the hit. “Do not pull that out, Your Highness.”

With a sound between a scream and a groan, Griff doubled over. Anryn let go of his sword and caught him as he fell. Jareth and Idris ran to them. Anryn held onto Griff and felt his arms go limp under Anryn’s hands. Unable to continue. The prince had won.

All at once, Anryn could hear sounds again. The birds chirping in the trees. The low roar of the crowd now gathered around the platform. Beatrice in his ear, shouting that they needed to take Griff back to his father’s house.

Anryn let himself be led along. For the first time hearing the wailing in the streets, so different from the cheers at the wedding, though the voices came from the same people. 
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CHAPTER 26
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Beatrice hurried through the streets of Mahaut behind Anryn. Her husband followed behind Gruffydd the Younger, who was carried between Ciamon Caelt and the sons of Lord Teqwyn. They were careful to keep Gruffydd’s legs high. Ciamon held the blade of Anryn’s sword, still lodged in Gruffydd’s leg, steady so that it did no further damage as they carried him. 

This was no small feat, as the wedding crowds were still clumped in the street, and word of the duel had started to spread. The entire thing lasted just six minutes, but already, by the time they reached Gruffydd’s proper home at the outskirts of Mahaut, the mood of the crowd had grown bloodthirsty. 

The people around them who knew about the duel didn’t know the reason for the duel. They knew about the witches at the wedding, the attempt on the prince’s life, and filled in the rest with their dark mood:

“Murderers! God will punish you!”

“Shame on the King! They came for the feasts! Let them live!”

“Is this our peace? Is this the King’s justice! Look—there! They’ve slain the Prince!” 

Anryn almost stopped in the road to confront those who shouted. Beatrice had to yank on his arm to keep him moving. What a terrible idea it had been to switch places with Gruffydd when he came to the city! Now the mob saw Gruffydd, bloody and limp after the duel, and assumed that it was Anryn who’d been hurt.

“Move out of the way!” Ciamon bellowed over the crowd. “This is the son of Gruffydd. We’re taking him home!”

Gruffydd’s real mansion was three times the size of the house he’d loaned to Beatrice and Riccardo of Sanchia. Beatrice knew that he was rich, but she was shocked at the opulence of the estate. It was a five-story house made from brick and wood, with a carriage house and a quadrangle between the main gate and the house. 

He was holding out on us, Beatrice thought with venom as she followed Anryn onto the grounds. She let go of his hand before they came to the door, reminding herself that she was disguised as a boy. She must not cling to her husband or be seen by Gruffydd, who would almost certainly recognize her with or without a veil. 

The house surged into action all around them as they came inside. Ciamon called for water and bandages. Jareth and Idris pulled Anryn aside and told him to leave before Griff’s father could come down. 

“I’m not going anywhere,” the prince said. “I must speak to him. I have to explain...”

Beatrice stood on tiptoe to whisper into Anryn’s ear: “Go to his library to wait. Look for the cipher. It will probably be in a drawer in the desk at the center of the room...”

She stepped back and hoped that Jareth and Idris Teqwyn would not go with Anryn. The prince climbed the stairs. Left behind, the two sons of a lord stood awkwardly in the vestibule of the fine house, like schoolboys waiting for the teacher to tell them where to go. 

Beatrice also left them there and went deeper into the house. She followed the sounds of wailing until she found the room where Ciamon had carried Griff. She pushed her way past the servants who stood weeping in the doorway. The veiled maids shrank back from her, convinced that she was a man. 

“Make yourselves useful,” Beatrice scolded them. She liked the way they jumped a little when they saw her. Even a boy in Ammar commanded more respect than a grown woman. “Go to the kitchen and boil water. Bring all the liquor you can find, and clean basins for the bandages. Go!”

They scattered like leaves. Beatrice was alone with Ciamon while he tended Griff. She gagged a little at the sharp, coppery smell of blood. Ciamon had already removed Anryn’s sword from the dangerous wound. He was red to the elbows, with his hands moving frantically around the leg, wrapping a bandage tightly around it. Gruffydd’s head lolled on the table, white as a sheet, his eyes rolled back in his head.

“Can you save him?” Beatrice asked. She did not have the nerve to say it aloud—Can’t you heal him the way you did my ankle?

Ciamon glanced at her, then looked back down at his hands, pressed to the wound. “If you watch the door.” 

Beatrice turned her back to him. She braced herself in the door frame, guarding against any intrusion. No one could see whatever sorcery Ciamon did to save Griff’s leg. She thought she heard a low, measured murmur. A chant. 

The sound died away. After a moment, Ciamon said, “Why’d you come out?”

Beatrice turned back to face him. Ciamon sat on a low stool beside the table. Gruffydd, sprawled across it, was breathing steadily. His eyes closed. Safe, for the moment. 

“Why did you?” Beatrice asked Ciamon. She pointed a finger at Gruffydd the Younger. “To protect him? His father is guilty of what the prince accused him of. He framed my brother. I came to fight for justice. You came to defend a lie.”

“Pretty way of saying something ugly,” Ciamon said. He held up his bloodstained hands. They trembled and his accent slipped. “Life ain’t pretty. Known this boy ten years. Ain’t lettin’ him die for stupid.”

“You think a man’s life is stupid?” Beatrice demanded. She felt something slipping away from her. Like the tide rolling out. Ciamon was older and knew more than her. He tried to take advantage of that once. She was furious at the thought that it might happen again. 

“Dueling for honor is goddamn stupid,” Ciamon said, his speech recovered. He picked up Anryn’s bloodstained sword and brought it to Beatrice. He shoved it into her hands. “If this is the best your prince can manage, he’ll need to worry about a lot more than assassins. He’s... I wish that I could tell you more, but...”

“I already know that he’s under a curse,” Beatrice said. She would not let this man know more than her about her own husband! “He told me. On our wedding night.”

Ciamon’s eyes went wide. Beatrice bit her lip to stop herself from saying more. Watching his face, it dawned on her that what Ciamon knew about Anryn was not the same as what Beatrice knew. They were keeping two different secrets.

She felt the allure of his attention. She could tell that Ciamon wanted to ask a hundred questions. Beatrice resented his gaze almost as much as she craved it. Was this the only real power a woman could hope to feel in Ammar?

Before he could speak, the maids came back with the liquor and more bandages. Griff had no need for them now, of course, but they couldn’t know that. Beatrice stepped back and watched as Ciamon made a show of taking the basin and sponging the blood off of Gruffydd’s legs. One more secret between them to keep. 

***
[image: image]


UPSTAIRS, IN GRUFFYDD’S sun-filled library, Anryn finally called on the Sight to guide him. Before, in the church, he didn’t think that it would work on objects. He didn’t believe that he could see poison in wine. Now, though, when Anryn knew—knew with utter conviction the person, the manner, and the method of the attempt against him—the red line appeared again.  

He followed it across the library. To the desk, where Beatrice had suggested Anryn should look for the cipher. It wasn’t even hidden. A small wooden cylinder sat right on top of the desk, like a decorative object used to hold down stacks of paper. 

Anryn picked it up and examined it with his own eyes. It was covered with writing. Ammar’s flowing left-to-right script, Bocce’s block letters, Sanchia’s slanted right-to-left characters. Down one side were Nynomath’s crisp lines, like the ones carved into Maertyn’s back. 

The door to the library opened. Gruffydd stepped into the room. He wore his nightclothes with a heavy robe pulled over them against the chilly morning. His face, usually so warm and fatherly, folded into hard cold angles when he saw Anryn standing at his desk. 

For a moment, Anryn didn’t know what to say to him. Then she spoke for both of them, berating the man: “I cannot understand you. Why would you let him duel me? You knew damn well God wasn’t on his side. You shouldn’t have let him fight!”

Gruffydd drew back at the venom in her voice. Color came back into his cheeks, dark red beneath his white, scraggly whiskers. For a moment, Anryn could see the shadow of the man he had been when he was young and fought at the King’s side. Fierce and dangerous.

“He’s a grown man,” Gruffydd said. “Perhaps you cannot understand this, having fallen short of the mark yourself. But there comes a time when a father must allow his son to make his own choices.”

“Like you chose Dorland for him? You oversaw the preparations, the arrangements, the staff... Griff is incapable of organizing anything himself. It was all you,” Anryn said.

Anryn waited to see what a so-called grown man would do when confronted with the truth of his actions. Gruffydd disappointed. He made no move at all. Said nothing at all. When the silence stretched into minutes, Anryn brandished the cipher at him. Gruffydd’s shoulders tensed at the sight of it.

“You know what this is. You know that I know what it is, because I am holding it. If I bring this to the King and demand to see the letters you attribute to Riccardo of Sanchia, it will match perfectly,” Anryn said. “If you wanted me dead... why not all those times I stayed at your house when I was a child? Why not now?” 

“Always so dramatic. Like your father,” Gruffydd sighed. “When you were a child, there was no Golden Fleet. Now that you’re married, there will be one, but... My son cannot sail with it. I suppose that I should thank you for that. Anathas can continue his witch hunt until the ends of the earth—and my boy will be spared. While you, dutiful son, Prince of Ammar... go off to Nynomath to die with your father.”

Go to school, go to the altar, go to war... Anryn’s body ached all over. The wounds Griff had dealt him were starting to make themselves felt. He had won the duel, but Anryn hadn’t won anything else. The words Griff had thrown at him in Java came back to haunt him. That might make you a king, but it won’t make you a man.

The prince waited for his other self to save him. For her pretty words to come pouring out, to put Gruffydd in his place. Say something! Anryn begged. But they were done talking. 

Beatrice pushed open the door to the library. She hesitated, then bobbed to Gruffydd three times as a servant might—but far too low, and her legs too far apart, as if she still wore a gown instead of men’s clothes. 

“M’lord,” Beatrice said. She even tried to disguise her voice! She pitched it lower and said, “Your son lives. He needs you.” 

Gruffydd stood there a moment longer. Anryn realized that he was waiting for leave to go. It was his own house and his own library, but still the great lord waited for the Prince of Ammar to dismiss him.

“My lord Gruffydd may leave,” Anryn said. Then, finally, she found her voice: “Now. Tonight. Take your things, take your son, and get out of Mahaut.”

“And the witches?” Gruffydd asked. “Shall I take them, too? They go for forty thousand a head in Nynomath, Your Highness. With all the ones who came to the wedding, that’s enough to buy three Golden Fleets. More money than your father squeezed out of the church in sixty years.”

“Get the Hell out,” Anryn screamed, the echo of the sound ringing in her ears.

Bleeding and heartsick, Anryn left Gruffydd’s house and went with Beatrice back to the palace. They huddled beneath cloaks, pushing their way through the crowded streets with their heads down. The prince still clutched the cipher. Beatrice insisted that this was all that was needed to force the King of Ammar to release Riccardo of Sanchia.

Anryn knew his father better. The King’s moods were all that governed justice in Ammar. If the King said it was proof, it would be proof. If he did not...

Anryn glanced at Beatrice as she pulled him along. The prince already let her down once. Beatrice would never be a mother, in all likelihood, because of Anryn’s curse. If he could not save her brother, she would never be able to look at him again. 

Anryn sent Beatrice back to his room and steeled himself for the confrontation. He hoped that today would be like it had when he stabbed his tutor. That his father would be forced to listen to him. He kept his clothes stained with the blood of the duel on and waited to be announced to the King of Ammar.

“You’re filthy,” the King said. He sat on the Blood Throne and looked at Anryn. “So...? Is my godson dead?”

“No,” Anryn said. He held up the cipher. “And I have proof of the plot. This was found at Gruffydd the Elder’s house. Whatever evidence he produces against my brother-in-law, whatever coded letters he claims that he found, this cuts right through it.”

The Lightning King did not seem impressed. Anryn worried that he would sneer at the thing. Argue that it wasn’t enough to prove Gruffydd’s guilt and Riccardo’s innocence.

His father did worse. He ignored it completely. 

“Go and get changed,” King Anathas commanded. “I’ll have a robe sent for you. We’ve a hundred cases to hear before nightfall and another hundred to get through tomorrow.”

“Cases?” Anryn asked. All at once, he remembered the pyre in the garden. Anryn flung the cipher to the ground. “The witches? That’s what you’re concerned with now? What about me, Father? What about justice for me?”

“You took that into your own hands. Now you live with the consequences,” the King said. “You live in my land. Under my law. No man may accuse another without proof. No man will have his lands taken, his head cut off, or his body burned—without a trial and a lord to read his sentence.”

“I will not do it. I will not burn another witch for you.” Anryn felt a warm, wet drop of blood snake over his lip. He didn’t bother to wipe it. “The witches of Ammar were guests at my wedding. God will punish me if they are burned.”

The Lightning King’s scowl deepened. “Worry more about what I will do to you if they are not. Go and get changed. I will not tell you again.”

“No,” the woman in Anryn said. The prince let her eyes cross, not caring if the King recognized it for witchcraft. The Sight poured out of her mouth, the words glowing as brightly as the lines: “The witches of Ammar will not burn tonight. Your enemy is already here, inside your house. You’ll find out you’re no more divine than the dead wood under your ass. And when you get to Hell later today, look for me. I’ll be waiting.”

Prince Anryn left the King without waiting to be dismissed. 
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CHAPTER 27
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All that Professor Lawson and Riccardo of Sanchia could do was wait. No guards came to fetch them nor to say that any outcome of the duel had an impact on their dire circumstances. In the hours that passed after the duel, more cries from the streets reached them. Confusion in the shouts mounting. Was it the Prince of Ammar who had fallen in the duel or Gruffydd?

Over and over, their cell door was opened and more people were shoved inside. Merchants and tired-looking wedding guests still dressed in rumpled finery from days before. They crushed up against the others already packed in, forcing every prisoner in the cell to stand. There was a panicked air among these prisoners. They jostled and shouted, trying to resist being crammed into the cell.

“I didn’t do anything! I’m not a witch,” one of the new prisoners shouted. “I only said it was Gruffydd who got stabbed...”

“He can’t burn all of us! Let him try! That pyre can’t even hold half of us! Witches will rise in Ammar!”

Professor Lawson felt himself flattened against the wall of the cell. Mercifully he was near the window, where the cold fresh air could reach him. He tried to keep hold of Riccardo’s arm so that he could pull the young man into the air to catch a breath. 

The day wore on, and the mood in the prison did not improve with each new addition. The guards were becoming more frantic. They raced up and down the halls, narrowly avoiding the reach of arms thrust through the bars. They cursed and clattered in full armor. By noon, they carried poleaxes. 

Outside the prison, the sounds of the crowd devolved into the roar of a mob. 

“Let them live! Let them live!”

“No witches, no burning!” 

“Murderers!” 

Sometime in the late afternoon, when the cell window glowed with white sunshine, they heard a thunderous clatter of horse hooves. Professor Lawson strained to look from the window and caught sight of a long column of riders, all bearing the green and black of Gruffydd. They were heading for the gate at Eastport. Leaving Mahaut. They did not trouble themselves to toss coins as they went. 

Oh no, Professor Lawson thought. 

The professor’s mind ran through the possibilities, the variables that could have shifted the balance of power. If the prince were slain, Gruffydd might flee to escape justice... Yet, no bells tolled at the churches as they would have for Prince Anryn’s death. If it had been Gruffydd’s son who had fallen, why flee the city at all? What was there to run from?

By evening, the situation in the streets deteriorated. The mob outside the prison was chanting for their release. Urgent, passionate. The harried guards abandoned the hallways of the prison, rushing down to guard the entry. They left no torches burning in any of the halls. Professor Lawson’s cell was plunged into darkness as the sun set. The lack of light made the sounds of the mob seem louder. Around him, the other prisoners began to whisper prayers.

It won’t be the spike; it’ll be the pyre, Professor Lawson thought. The chaos of the mob, the disorder of the prison administration... The professor glanced at Riccardo of Sanchia sitting beside him in the dark. He recalled all the lessons of recent history when the rule of law collapsed under the brittleness of conflicting interests. The witch laws of Ammar would overtake international interests. 

An hour after sunset, he was proved right. A clutch of armed guards appeared at the door to the cell, bearing poleaxes and a long chain with iron collars affixed to the links. One by one, men were pulled from the cell, collared, and led away. 

“Where are they taking them?” Riccardo of Sanchia asked. 

Professor Lawson could not answer past the lump in his throat. A numbness not unlike the mage’s enchantment clutched at him. The cold iron closed around his neck. Then they were rattling in a line down the steps of the prison out into the yard where a cart waited to take them to the garden where the pyre awaited. 

Professor Lawson prayed. God in Heaven preserve me. Forgive me for the sins of pride and vanity... Guide Prince Anryniel better than I have...

The cart pushed through the crowd. Fists banged against the wood, shouting the cries he’d heard from within the prison. Again and again the cart stopped as the guards were obliged to clear people from the street. Finally, they gave up and opened the cart to have the prisoners step down and walk the rest of the way.

Professor Lawson stepped down from the cart. The garden was aglow with torchlight. It shone in the faces of hundreds of people gathered there. The professor was shocked to see women with their faces unveiled, tears streaming down their cheeks. 

Professor Lawson looked around. In the women’s section, a court had been set with high-backed chairs for the judges and scarlet banners bearing the King’s four-pointed sun. The pyre spread out over the bare patch of the men’s section of the garden. Poles were set all along the platform, and bundles of sticks and kindling waited beside them. The professor did the math in his head—they could burn maybe two hundred witches at a time, assuming the fires were doused between executions.

Riccardo of Sanchia was again beside him. The line of prisoners clustered together in a circle as more carts arrived, bearing more accused witches. “They can’t do this! We weren’t charged with witchcraft...” 

Now Professor Lawson found his voice again. He marveled that it was so steady. “It is sadly more efficient to have us brought here than it is to sort through prisoners within the cells. Especially considering that they were likely at capacity.” 

The professor’s eyes found the King’s chair among those set for the court. It was the one set with a thick red cushion. Beside it, another chair bore a thinner one. This would likely be Anryn’s seat. 

Professor Lawson’s eyes strained, searching the crowd. His eyes picked out the lords Eyiffoen and Kenon there in the crowd, making their way to the women’s viewing platform. The King had not arrived yet. 

Smoke stung his nose. Professor Lawson glanced back at the pyre, horrified to think that the witch burning had begun before even the trial. At first, he could not see the source of the smoke. In the dark, it seemed as though a shadow flickered over the pyre. The smell of smoke grew stronger as it licked the beams of wood. 

Black fire, Professor Lawson realized.

The mob noticed it at the same time that he did. A confused murmur swept across the crowd, pitching to a violent roar as the flames spread over the empty pyre. The guards with their poleaxes were overwhelmed by the crush as people surged away from the shadowy flames. 

Before he could be swept away by the crowd, a hand closed on Professor Lawson’s shoulder. The iron collar around his neck tightened as the other prisoners chained to him were yanked away. The professor twisted, strangled by the tension against the collar. He grabbed at it, working his fingers beneath the iron. Spots danced behind his eyes.  

The metal beneath his fingers crumbled. The collar fell away from Professor Lawson’s neck. As the dark spots cleared from his vision, he finally saw a face that he recognized. 

“I waited for you. Anryn said that you would come to get me,” Maertyn Blackfire said. “You look like you could use a drink.”

***
[image: image]


BEATRICE WAITED FOR Anryn in the prince’s room. When he returned from the audience with the King, Beatrice thought that he looked like a different person altogether. He wasn’t the boy she wed in the church who kissed her in the dark and fought a duel for her brother. This prince looked like a ghost. Pale as snow, with glassy eyes that seemed to stare for miles. 

He would not speak to her. Anryn went into his room and started to strip his bloodstained clothes. He tore the bandages off of his wounds and, naked, climbed into the bed that they’d shared only the night before. 

“Husband?” Beatrice went to the bed. Something about how still he laid there, staring off at nothing, frightened her. “Anryn?”

The prince wouldn’t speak to her. Within a quarter of an hour, someone pounded at the door. A valet opened it and armed guards entered. 

“Prince Anryniel of Mahaut,” one called through the door. “By order of His Majesty, King Anathas of Ammar, you are accused of witchcraft. I am ordered to confine you to your apartments until such time as your trial can be arranged.”

Beatrice stood beside the bed. Anryn stayed where he was, the blood from his wounds seeping over the sheets, and said nothing. The guards posted up outside of his bedroom door. No one spoke to the prince. No one looked at his wife.

She realized that she was practically invisible. As a woman, she had no value to anyone in the room but her husband, who was now accused of witchcraft. Sure enough, when she went to leave by the servants’ door, no one even seemed to notice her go. 

Numb with shock, Beatrice descended the servants’ steps to her own room. She went to her window and looked out toward the gardens where they’d built the pyre. As the late afternoon wore on into evening, the oil lamps came on, illuminating a crowd of hundreds gathered there.

Witches will burn tonight, Beatrice thought. Anryn might even be among them if Beatrice could not find a way to help.

There was only one thing left to try that she could think of. She went to her own rooms and put on her finest veil. For luck, she tucked the nine silver coins from her ruined belt into the pocket of her dress. Then Beatrice went to beg for an audience with the Queen of Ammar. 

She was led into a room within Queen Eva’s suite that she’d never seen before. Not the sitting room set with cards, teapots, and all the little delicate things that kept the women of Ammar occupied. Instead, Beatrice was taken to a library more magnificent than even Gruffydd’s. The walls were lined with floor to ceiling maps of every country in the known world. Tables and podiums gleamed with metal instruments—compasses, protractors, and even a telescope pointed out of a skylight. 

Beatrice gaped behind her veil. For a moment, she wondered whether this might be the King of Ammar’s secret library. Then she saw the writing desk in the corner, lined with stacks of paper and dozens of little bottles of wax and ink. A blue wool veil was draped over the back of the chair. Always with a veil, Queen Eva marked her territory.

“Daughter,” the Queen said as she came into the room. 

Even here, she kept her own head covered—a dove-gray silk drape lending its pallor to the hypocritical hair pinned up underneath it. By main force of will, Beatrice made herself get on her knees to her mother-in-law and swallow all her judgment of the woman. She needed the Queen’s help.

“Mother,” she said, though the word stuck in her throat. “It’s your son. I don’t know what to do. They said he’s under arrest. He won’t get out of bed...”

Beatrice did not know what she expected Queen Eva to do. The woman must have had some source of power in Ammar—something Beatrice herself had been unable to tap, though they sneaked through the same halls and eavesdropped on the same conversations. Beatrice didn’t believe for one moment that the Queen of Ammar would spare it for Beatrice’s sake. Surely she would do it for her only son.

The Queen left Beatrice on her knees for a long moment. Finally, she made some small motion with her hand, permitting her daughter-in-law to rise. Queen Eva went over to her writing desk and sat, arranging the folds of her gown around her legs and smoothing the fold of her gray veil down over her knees. 

“Poor lamb. Fighting with his father, again,” the Queen said. “He’s still so young. Weeping about what he can’t change. Give it time. Anryniel is stronger than he looks. He will recover. His father will forget. It has always been so.”

“My lady—it’s too much for him,” Beatrice said. What she really meant was, It’s too much for me! But her pride would not allow her to say this. She touched the coins in her pocket and prayed for strength. “Please, he needs... he needs someone to help him.”

“You are his wife now. It must be you,” Queen Eva said. “Nurse him through his defeats. Guard his interests. This is marriage.”

“I don’t know how,” Beatrice admitted.

The Queen considered her for a long time, the black eyes deep in the craggy face unknowable. “I met Anathas when he was at his lowest. His brother had just died. Gruffydd let him wander into an ambush where he was nearly killed. When we found each other in that dark forest, he was half-mad with grief with a knife sticking out of his ribs. I loved him when he was at his very worst—not even a King at all. That’s why he puts no other person in his kingdom before me, not even himself.”

Beatrice squeezed the hidden coins. “I’ve given him everything that I can...”

“Have you?” The Queen’s head tilted. “Or have you only given him your sins? Your pride, your vanity. You goaded him into that duel without understanding the consequences, and now he suffers.”

Beatrice lowered her eyes. The Queen was right—damn her! With real sincerity, Beatrice prayed to God for forgiveness. She clutched the silver that had been a symbol of what she thought was womanhood and prayed God would give her what she needed to cross the threshold. To become a woman who could be a Queen whose husband would give her anything.  

“I want to be like you,” Beatrice admitted. “I want to be worthy of Anryniel, of Ammar.”

Beneath her veil, Queen Eva sighed. The gray folds ruffled, for a moment blurring her face as the lamplight rippled over the silk. “Very well. Your first lesson: People are who they are when you first meet them. What we know about others unlocks all paths to power in the world—even over life and death. I wear the veil because I don’t want anyone but my husband to have that power over me. Think first of who you know, Daughter, and then consider what you know. From there, you may plan your actions.” 

The Queen made a dismissing gesture with her fingers. Beatrice curtseyed and turned to go. All the way back to her room, she thought about what she knew. 

Beatrice knew that Queen Eva was vain. Of course a common-born woman who dyed her hair in her old age would feel threatened by a young, pretty bride bedecked in jewelry and boasting a fine upbringing. That was why, when they first met, the Queen took Beatrice’s belt. Queen Eva only helped her now because Beatrice had—for the first time—sincerely flattered her.

What else? Beatrice thought. She knew that Anryn was, from the first, uncanny. Switching places with Gruffydd, avoiding assassins at the wedding, the duel... Beatrice thought that it was only the curse that made him seem strange to her. Now, when she thought about it, she placed the pieces of Anryn’s actions together and understood. Her husband had known all along that he was a witch. 

This is the secret Ciamon kept, Beatrice realized.

Now she thought about what she knew about Ciamon. He wasn’t who he pretended to be when they first met. He was a mage and a spy. Yet, when they first met, he presented himself as a friend. 

Beatrice’s hands closed around the coins. Queen Eva’s words rang in her ears. What we know about others unlocks all paths to power in the world. Giving the coins to her was no mere gesture of friendship. They were an enchantment. The tool of a mage and a spy. How else had Ciamon found her in the crowd at the wedding? How else could he find her letters from her mother, stashed in a special place with all her dearest treasures?

Oh, you absolute prick, Beatrice thought. Her heart hammered in her chest. 

She lifted the fistful of silver to her mouth. Softly, knowing that she teetered on the edge of witchcraft herself, she spoke to them as mages in fairy tales did. She called Ciamon’s name three times. 
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CHAPTER 28
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Maertyn meant to set only a small fire at first. When they led him and the dozen or so other men crammed into his cell out to the garden, he found he was uncomfortably lucid. His hangover was long gone. All the things that he avoided for half a lifetime alone on the mountain surrounded him. Noise, fear, and crying. 

He could have, if wanted, panicked them. Held his hands above his head and pulled until both palms were full of fire. Did these poor people even realize that their black stick dolls were supposed to be in his image?

No, he’d told himself. Do what she said—wait for the professor. It had been a very long time since Maertyn had prayed—he’d replaced all his prayers with whiskey. Now that he had neither, he put his faith in Anryn.

Then they came to the pyre. Standing a whole foot taller than the men chained to him, Maertyn looked out over the tops of their heads and saw the wide wooden platform. The Sight picked out the little splotches of blood flecked over it. Some of them belonged to Anryn.

He knew then that he couldn’t wait any longer. The prince could grind her teeth at him over it later. He grabbed the chain that kept him hooked to the prisoner in front of him. Maertyn could See the iron beneath his hands when it had been ore mined from the earth and also See the moment when it would dissolve as all things do under the touch of time. He Wove it forward, the metal rusting under his hands. It crumbled to dust between his fingers.

No one noticed. The crowd was so thick that the guards could barely hold them back with their poleaxes. It would take more magic than that to stand out among the hundreds of tense, angry faces. Maertyn reached behind him and Unwove the other chain, and waited until he was herded closer to the wooden platform while they made room for other prisoners to arrive. 

When the sun started to set, Maertyn made his move. He reached out to touch the bloodstained platform and called the black flames to his fingertips. He pushed at them, driving the fire along the underside of the platform, where it wouldn’t be seen right away. Maertyn Wove air into the black fire to make it spread faster.

They want to burn witches? Maertyn thought. His face ached with a vicious smile. We will see who burns first. 

When the smoke rose up between the boards, the screams started. Maertyn let everyone around him flee, keeping his feet firmly planted beneath him so that he would not be knocked down. As the smoke spread, he used the Sight to cut through the dark haze—and finally found Professor Lawson, chained up with a dozen other men. 

“You look like you could use a drink,” Maertyn told him.

“Good God, Master Blackfire, your timing is impeccable,” the professor gasped. He rubbed his neck where Maertyn had Unwoven the iron collar for him. “Though I do not know how you can think of drinking at a time like this! Come—we’ve got to make our way to a fire lane...” 

By now, Maertyn saw that his flames had eaten away at most of the pyre. The logs and tinder he hadn’t burned were starting to catch fire from the heat, little orange knives of natural fire stabbing the air. For a moment, Maertyn thought of smothering them before they could spread. 

Then he spotted the mages among the crowd. With the Sight, Maertyn's eyes picked out a half dozen faces among the men and women. They were watching the pyre, their eyes wide with fear, their hidden scythes glittering from the unearthly light of the black flames. 

Of course they came for the witches, Maertyn thought. They would be there for Anryn, too. 

Maertyn’s Sight settled on the one who stood the closest to him. This mage was dressed in the robes of a priest, masquerading as a confessor. Maertyn snarled a curse and lunged for him. The mage spotted him just in time to duck into the crowd. Maertyn shoved after him. His fingers closed around the brown wool robe, and he yanked the man backward.

“Come wind!” screamed the mage.

A gust of air knocked the people around Maertyn to the ground. It rippled over the flames in the garden, fanning them. The orange knives danced and jumped the iron fence around the gardens. Smoke swirled up from the trees and bushes there. People started to scream. Or was it the screams of the voices, all the mages Maertyn had ever killed, crying out in his mind? He thought he saw stars in the mage’s eyes as they rolled backward to look at Maertyn. 

“Master Blackfire!” Professor Lawson was there, grabbing him by the shoulders. “We must get away—hurry!” 

The mage seized his chance and slipped out of the robe. Maertyn gathered himself to give chase, but felt the air in his nose and mouth sting with heat. He looked around and realized the blaze was already out of his control. It spread out from the pyre in all directions, with no way for Maertyn to get ahead of it to form a bank. 

Maertyn’s sober mind returned Anryn. He would not chase after the mages like he had in Java. His rage would not get the better of him this time.

“Where is Anryn?” Maertyn asked. 

The professor tried to get his bearings. He looked all around them in the smoky streets. At last, he pointed at the hulking shadow of the palace, south of the gardens. 

“There,” the professor coughed. “The prince will be there if he’s alive.”

Maertyn started to run, but Professor Lawson grabbed his arm. Maertyn dragged the professor along beside him as they cut a path through the crowd parallel to the spreading flames. The man was babbling something at him, some lecture Maertyn could barely hear over the screams of panic in the streets.

Something about a prisoner’s dilemma. 

***
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CIAMON CAELT SHOOK Prince Anryn awake. “Wake up, Your Highness.”

Anryn was too weak to resist when Ciamon slid an arm under his back and helped him sit up against the headboard. The sheets stuck to his skin where the blood dried. His head ached and his vision blurred. Ciamon pressed something cold and wet to Anryn’s lips.

“Drink water,” Ciamon said. “You’ve lost a lot of blood.” 

Beatrice hovered behind Ciamon. Her face was a mask of worry, shining with tears in the light from the fire. Anryn became aware that many hours had passed since his arrest. The door to his bedroom was closed. It was night outside the windows. The prince thought he could smell smoke.

“The city is on fire,” Beatrice said. “I’ve been trying to wake you. The pyre we saw for the witches... Some unholy black flames set it alight and now everything around it is burning...”

Maertyn’s alive, Anryn thought. His head swam with relief. Thank God... I hope he runs away—far away from here...

Ciamon spoke again. “Beatrice said you were under arrest. I came here to help you. I know that you are a witch, Your Highness. You know what your father will do to you.”

“How are you going to help me?” Anryn said. “A knife in the ribs before he can throw me on a pyre himself?”

“Anryn, Ciamon is a mage from Nynomath,” Beatrice said. She sat beside him and took his hand. “He swore to me he would not kill you. I told him you were under a curse. I didn’t know what else to do! I thought you might be dying...”

Griff barely touched me, Anryn wanted to reassure her. He tried to straighten, to look confident.

Yet, something about the way that Ciamon looked at him made Anryn feel as though a deeper wound somewhere opened. This mage saw something more to the prince, something the prince’s own father, even his friends, couldn’t. Anryn realized that Ciamon looked at Anryn the way that Maertyn had when they first met on the mountain. 

“Can you See her?” Anryn asked. “Can you See the other me underneath...?”

“The Sight isn’t one of my talents,” Ciamon said. “But I can make a Seeing mirror. If you let me. And... if your wife agrees.”

Anryn glanced at Beatrice. She squeezed his hands. 

“Whatever it is, I am not going anywhere,” she said. She lifted her chin and her eyes sparkled in the light from the fire. “I came here to become the Queen of Ammar, and I cannot do it without you, Anryn. I’m not afraid of your curse.”

After a moment, Anryn nodded. Just as Maertyn had done, Ciamon used water mixed with herbs in a silver bowl. The mage set it on the bed where it would catch the light from the fire and light from the window. Outside, a crescent moon rose above the smoke. The mage said the words, and Anryn leaned over the bowl.

They all Saw her. The long black hair, the soft curves in the face. Beatrice gasped and touched Anryn’s hair. His wife watched, transfixed, as Anryn’s black locks moved in the water. Ciamon sucked air between his teeth and said an angry word Anryn didn’t recognize. It was vulgar enough to make Beatrice flinch.

“Sorry—my lady, forgive me,” Ciamon said. To Anryn, he asked, “Where is the mark? Do you know?”

Anryn shook his head. “I haven’t been able to find one.”

Ciamon dipped his finger into the water from the mirror and dabbed it into his eyes. Anryn could tell that it stung him fiercely by the way they reddened and watered. Blinking back tears, Ciamon examined Anryn. The mage turned over the prince’s arms, then looked at the soles of his feet. He even checked behind Anryn’s ears. 

Finally, Ciamon said, “Would you open your mouth?”

What he saw inside made Ciamon hiss. He tilted Anryn’s head back, and looked into his nose. He even peeled back Anryn’s eyelids to look there. The mage whispered the angry word three times.

“It’s everywhere,” Ciamon said. He let go of Anryn’s face and sat back, stunned. “It’s written all over the inside of you. In your mouth, your nose... I can’t fathom who could do this. How could they do this? It seems impossible without killing you.”

“It is killing me,” Anryn snapped. “Living like this is killing me. I could win a thousand duels... drown Nynomath in blood... defeat a demon of Hell itself, and it would not be enough. I’m not here. No one can see me.”

No one except Maertyn. Both parts of the prince together felt the eyes of the world all over them. Anryn covered his face with his hands and wept. The imperfect prison of his body caving in on her. Beatrice wrapped her arms around Anryn. He clung to her as if he were drowning.

“Your Highness, I... know it’s still terrible, but—I don’t think that the mage who wrote this curse intended for you to die.” Ciamon wiped the last of the Sight water from his eyes and leveled his gaze on Anryn. “There is a part that I can read, it goes down the back of your throat. The same word, three times. It’s our word for love.”

Anryn swallowed, trying to feel the marks there. All he felt was a lump there, as he fought to push the shameful tears back down. “Can you remove the curse?”

Ciamon shook his head. “I can’t read the whole thing. I don’t know what I would be removing.”

“Well... can you change it?” Beatrice asked. She stared at Ciamon over the top of Anryn’s head. “Add on to it and change the terms. Like replacing a daughter in a marriage contract.”

Ciamon seemed to stop breathing. His voice came out hoarse. “What you’re asking... It’s not a fairy tale, Beatrice. It’s not a little rhyming poem and some flower petals we’re talking about. It’s this.” 

The mage reached into his jacket and took out a silver, sickle-shaped knife. Anryn looked at the glittering edge. He looked again, with the Sight. The lines all along the blade were white, not red. Their final color had yet to be determined.

“Curses flow from the Almighty down through the holy crescent,” Ciamon explained. “If God agrees with whoever wrote this curse, Your Highness... then I can carve another term onto it. If God’s not with us on this one, you could die. Or just have an ugly scar. There’s no way to know beforehand, even with the Sight.”

So this is what happened to Maertyn, Anryn thought. The mages wrote the curse onto him and didn’t know when they started how it would end. They never imagined a drunk peasant could ever be a threat to them. God wasn’t on their side, and Nynomath got what it deserved. 

Anryn knew he should have asked, How? Instead, shivering, he asked: “Why? Why would you help me?”

Ciamon took a long time to answer. “Because you didn’t cheat. You saved yourself with the Sight at the wedding. But you didn’t use it during the duel. You’re... honorable. Irreplaceable. And I think you might be the King of Ammar that Nynomath needs.”

Beatrice was squeezing Anryn so hard that the prince almost couldn’t breathe. She whispered into his ear. “What do you want to do, my King?”

Anryn looked at Beatrice. When he had promised before God to make her Queen in Ammar, the other Anryn had promised it, too. Seizing this chance was the only way that either prince could keep their promise to Beatrice. 

The prince turned back to Ciamon. “What do you need?”

Ciamon looked around the room. His eyes moved over every object, forming a plan. He moved the Seeing mirror to the floor, careful not to spill a drop of the enchanted water. Then he went to the fireplace and stuck the blade of his knife into the flames. 

“Beatrice, guard the door. Once I start, I can’t stop carving until the mark is complete,” Ciamon instructed. He looked at Anryn as he took the smoking sickle out of the fire. “Your Highness... Find something to bite down on. This is going to hurt like dying.”

***
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BEATRICE THOUGHT THAT she wasn’t afraid of blood. Didn’t an average woman have to confront the sight of it each and every month from the time that she was twelve? At sixteen, she must have seen entire gallons of blood in her life already. What the princess had not been prepared for was the struggle, the violent spasms that wracked Anryn’s body as Ciamon carved the curse. 

They’d tied Anryn’s arms and legs to the bed with Beatrice’s veils, and Beatrice gave him her wooden snake comb to bite down on. It seemed a little silly at first, but as Ciamon began to cut the mark, Anryn started to writhe, pulling at the bindings. He gasped and bit at the comb.

Ciamon didn’t seem to notice. He worked as if in a trance. His hands moving, stopping, then moving again. The mage gazed at the water in the bowl on the floor until he saw something in its depths, some inspiration. Then Ciamon turned back and worked the tip of his sickle knife against the prince’s skin. 

Blood ran over Anryn’s ribs. The prince’s whole body writhed underneath the smallest movements of Ciamon’s knife. Beatrice tried to mop up the blood, but there was too much of it. After only twenty minutes, she couldn’t bear to stay there, the coppery scent of her husband’s blood filling her nose. 

Beatrice tried to apply herself some other way, to make herself useful. The door to Anryn’s room was shut, the guards still posted outside. She dragged two chairs against it so that they would not come in. Then she stacked books and end tables on top to block it from opening. 

Unable to watch Anryn in so much pain, she went to the servants' steps and climbed down to her room. She made a show of getting ready for bed, having her maids undress her, ordering that all the candles be put out.

An hour passed. The blaze in Mahaut raged on, casting a dull orange glow over the room. Beatrice watched from her window as the smoke blanketing the city thickened. Thunder rumbled over the sky. Beatrice thought that it would be a miracle if a rainstorm broke just then. Or it might be witchcraft.

Beatrice shivered. The curse that haunted the Prince of Ammar was more insidious than she even realized. Unlike any she’d ever read about, even in fairy tales. Beatrice did not know whether her husband was a witch, a woman, or perhaps just the most unlucky man alive. 

Lightning streaked across the sky. For a moment, Mahaut was alive with color as if it were full daylight. Beatrice saw hundreds of people in the streets, flooding the fire lanes between city blocks. The lightning flashed again, and Beatrice’s eyes spotted a familiar twisting in the clouds where they met the billows of black smoke.  

The daughter of a sailor knew a funnel cloud when she saw one. A tornado could fling a galleon all the way across Sanchia’s mightiest harbor. What could it do to a city on fire?

Beatrice threw open her bedroom door. No guards were posted there. She ran out into the hall, down the stairs. Somewhere, a bell tolled. More men armed with poleaxes and swords rushed down the palace stairs, heading for the courtyard. She nearly collided with one of Lady Tommasi’s daughters as she raced toward the open door. 

“What’s happening?” Beatrice asked her, grabbing the other girl’s arm.

“Witches! They broke out of the prison and started a fire... Let me go, I have to get to my father’s house to get my things! It’s spreading all over the city...”

Beatrice ran outside. The smell of smoke stung her nose. The night air hung heavy all around her, warm and wet as summer, tingling with the unspent lightning hanging in the clouds overhead. Her ears felt full and taut. Beatrice looked up, trying to find the funnel cloud. It was nowhere over the palace. 

“Beatrice!” Riccardo raced towards her across the courtyard. Dozens of men and women followed behind him, all wild-eyed and afraid. Her brother was bloody, a gash just above his eye filling his face with crimson. He saw the blood on Beatrice’s clothes from where Anryn’s had stained her clothes, and he screamed. 

“They’re killing them here too? We barely got away from the garden...!” Riccardo said. “They’re stabbing anyone they think might be a witch!”

“Come inside,” Beatrice said. “We have to get inside, now!”

A guard challenged her at the door to the palace. He pointed his poleaxe at them, seeing only the blood that covered them both. Not recognizing the wife of the prince. 

“Let us pass. Get back inside,” Beatrice told him. “Tell everyone to go back inside, now! We have to go to the deepest place in the palace. Away from all the windows. This storm can kill anyone caught outside!” 

“It’s God’s justice!” the man said, his voice shrill with fear and hardened with prejudice. “The witches did this. Let them all die in the tempest they brought.”

“Let them in,” Beatrice said. She raised her voice, bellowing in the loud angry tone her father used to command Sanchia’s ships. “Stand aside! I am the Princess of Ammar! My husband safeguards the lives of witches. If God has a problem with that, let Him take it up with my husband!”

In the face of her conviction, the guard wavered. A clap of thunder startled him, and he gave way completely. Riccardo and the others he brought with him surged into the palace. Beatrice led them to her room. 

“Bar the door,” she told Riccardo. Beatrice looked around. Her maids and a few scared servants hid out in her suite of rooms. There were glass windows in each of them. “All of you, get into the servants’ halls. Get away from the glass!” 

Thunder roared as Beatrice raced back up the stairs to the prince’s room. Ciamon was untying Anryn’s wrists and ankles. Beatrice went over to the bed. The sheets underneath Anryn were soaked through with blood and sweat. The prince was not moving.

There was no time left. Beatrice climbed onto the bed and stood to reach for the heavy velvet drapes. She yelled at Ciamon, “Get onto the bed and cover your face!”

A thunderclap, louder than any Beatrice had ever heard in her life, rattled the beams of wood in the walls. Beatrice yanked the thick bed curtains closed. It would have been better to try to get to the halls, but she was sure that they were out of time. She had only seconds to lie down flat on top of Anryn when her ears finally popped. 

The glass in all the windows shattered. Wind exploded into the room, hurling long glittering shards into the red and gold velvet. Beatrice breathed through her terror and became aware that Ciamon was lying on top of her, shielding them both from the flying glass. It was over in only seconds, but Ciamon went on holding her down until the last of the tinkling of broken glass outside the curtains faded. 

Then Ciamon sat up and lifted Beatrice off of Anryn. She took her husband’s hand and realized it was hot to the touch. Beatrice ran her palm down Anryn’s arm. When she reached the place where the arm joined the shoulder, she felt something underneath her hand pop. A joint shifting into a new place.

“What’s happening to him?” she asked Ciamon. “Is he going to die?”

“Way too stubborn for that,” Ciamon said. “I added something to change terms—loosen it a bit. Nature has some catching up to do, but... maybe now he won’t be so miserable.”

Ciamon peeled back the torn bed curtains. Outside the window, rain tumbled down from the black clouds over Mahaut. It hammered down onto the burning city, dousing the flames. Scattering the rioters. Beatrice and Ciamon sat together for a moment. Then, she took his hands and squeezed them between hers. 

“You have to leave,” she said. It was not a command. 

Ciamon nodded. He looked pale and sick, a thin film of sweat coating his face. Beatrice fumbled in the pocket of her gown and took out the coins. She tried to hand them to him, but he pressed them back at her, holding them to her chest with his bloodstained palm.

“Keep them,” Ciamon said. “I don’t have the Sight, but... I’m sure that I will see you again, Princess.”

Beatrice felt the pull again, the wild stab of want that led her to make bad decisions whenever she was with him. If he looked at her, she thought she would kiss him. For the first and only time in her life, Beatrice wished for a veil to cover her face. 

Ciamon stiffened. He looked all around him. Anryn stirred in his sleep and moaned. 

“Someone’s calling me,” Ciamon said. He climbed down from the bed and stepped around the broken glass. He hesitated a moment and then turned and reached for her, helping her down from the bed.

“I have to thank you,” he said. “I didn’t come here to do murder—that was Gruffydd’s plan. Glad it didn’t pan out. I’m better at spying... but maybe not as good as you.”

“I don’t know about that,” Beatrice said. Tears stung her eyes and she thought of the arrows she found in Gruffydd’s library. If only she’d been a little bit smarter or told Riccardo what she found, she might’ve caught onto the scheme earlier. She had a long way to go before she could match Queen Eva’s silent gait.

She was still holding Ciamon’s hand. Beatrice kept it and tried to think of something more to say. Some formal farewell and benediction, as befitting a Princess of Ammar. Nothing came to mind. So, at last, she gave into her impulsive nature and kissed him on the mouth. 

Ciamon let her, for a moment. Then he stepped back and went to the door. 

The mage contemplated the stack of tables and chairs Beatrice had set there to barricade it. He reached past the tangle of wood to seize the door handle. When Ciamon pushed it open, all Beatrice’s work to block it fell into the next room. Her barricade had been no use at all. 

“Fuck,” Beatrice said. Why couldn’t God save her from embarrassing herself in front of this man?!
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It took an hour to race across the city. The panic from the fire drew people out into the streets. Church bells tolled, ringing out a warning. It was as crowded as the wedding and harder to see in the dark.

Maertyn stopped to wait for Professor Lawson. The old man was spry for his age, but he was tired after two days of imprisonment. He would have left Professor Lawson behind, but Maertyn did not think he would be able to get into the palace and all the way to Anryn with the professor’s help. 

Maertyn was tired from running. He was tired from ignoring the voices in his head for days without anything to drink them quiet. Some part of Maertyn would have liked to turn away and walk all the way back up the mountain, to pretend none of this had happened. 

Yet he could not bring himself to let Anryn down again. Maertyn pushed past his exhaustion and uncomfortable sobriety, and kept moving. Determined to reach the prince and convince her to leave before the mages came to take her. Maertyn would burn all the rest of Mahaut to the ground before he let them take her.

At last, they made it to the palace. Columns of guards and servants poured out of the open gates, armed with poleaxes and buckets. They marched out into the city to fight the fire and whatever else they found in the streets of Mahaut that night. 

Professor Lawson led Maertyn inside. Shouts rang out down the halls. Maertyn looked around, his eyes straining. He did not see Anryn among the dozens of faces rushing past. He did not see any mages. 

Maertyn followed Professor Lawson to a room with a giant gold tapestry on one wall and many chairs all around. The King of Ammar was there with a map of the city before him. He barked orders to the men around him and jabbed at it with his fingers. Maertyn looked around. He did not see Anryn in the room. He thought that Griff might be there, but he didn’t recognize any of the faces. They all looked grim and afraid. 

It stirred a memory in Maertyn, something that filled him with dread. 

I should not be here, he thought. 

“I don’t see the prince,” Professor Lawson said as he reached the same conclusion. He was just turning to usher Maertyn back out of the room when the King’s eyes snapped up from the map to settle on them. His eyes were blue, like Anryn’s. 

“Lawson! Who is that man with you?” the King called. Maertyn thought that he even sounded a little like Anryn. Demanding, shrill. 

Professor Lawson bowed. He glanced sideways at Maertyn and said, his voice scraping over the smoke in his throat, “This is... Maertyn Blackfire, sire. The man sometimes called the Winze.”

The King stared at them a moment. Then he said, in a very different voice, “Out, my lords... out! Close the door behind you.”

Professor Lawson hesitated, unsure if he should go too. Maertyn looked at him, silently begging him to stay. The dread seemed to seep from the very air all around him. It stuck in his throat, making it hard for Maertyn to speak. Even the voices in his head were muffled by it. 

The King came to stand before Maertyn. Stalked around him in a circle. Looked him up and down, his sharp eyes never wavering. Maertyn wondered whether he should bow. Anryn did not like her father very much. Maertyn thought that meant that he shouldn’t like the man, either. He stayed standing.

“So... is it true what they sing about? That you saved my son?” the King asked. 

“Yes,” Maertyn answered. 

“How... lucky for Anryniel that you were there. That by some miracle you crossed paths.” The King of Ammar looked at him like a hungry dog. He drew the sword he wore at his side. “Unlucky for you, though.”

“Your Highness...?” Professor Lawson said. 

The King lunged. Maertyn stumbled, caught off guard. The tip of the blade nicked his chest. 

On instinct, Maertyn grabbed the sword. Dumb as the brigand Anryn maimed. The edge sliced into his palms. 

Maertyn tried to rust the blade, Unweave the steel. The King moved too fast, wrenching the blade out of his hands. Maertyn cried out as the sword cut its way out of his grip. The King slashed again. Drove Maertyn back, and back. He moved so fast that Maertyn could not See, could not Weave. The secret of Ammar’s resistance to magic—keep moving, always moving. The Lightning King, they called him, and he moved like the legend he was. 

There was nowhere to run. The King was between Maertyn and the door. Professor Lawson stood back horrified, covering his mouth with his hands in shock. No help at all. Maertyn called the black flames to his hands. He tried to reach past the blade to burn the King with it. With the sword between them, Maertyn could not get close enough to touch him. 

Beneath Maertyn’s feet, the floor jolted. The rattling floorboards threw him off-balance, and the King lunged. The tip of his sword caught Maertyn in the chest and slid right through to his back. 

Maertyn screamed. Never since Nynomath had he felt pain like this. In all the years of drinking and not dying, he had not once impaled himself, even by accident. He fell onto the high-backed chair behind him. The King heaved his body against the hilt of the sword, driving the blade deeper. It wedged into the wood behind Maertyn, pinning him to the chair. 

Maertyn writhed on the blade that held him in place. He could not pull it out. His blood flowed down his belly, over his legs. It gushed from his hands still wrapped around the sword in his chest. 

The King stood over him. Before Maertyn’s eyes, his face began to change. The color ran out of his cheeks. The white hair on his head and steel gray curls of his beard fell from his skin in clumps. 

He was Unweaving, Maertyn realized. 

“Maeva... Maeva!” the Lightning King shouted. Even his voice fell apart, cracking and wheezing as the strength ran out of him.

Somewhere behind the chair, a door opened. Maertyn heard soft footsteps rush into the room. The Queen of Ammar ran to her husband’s side, her blue veil fluttering. In a daze, Maertyn watched as the woman grabbed onto the King. She prised his fingers from the hilt of the sword. The Queen held the King as he sagged onto the ground by Maertyn’s feet. She knelt alongside him.

“I did it. I did it... I found him for you,” the King wheezed. “You were right, you were right all along... The Winze was still here! Does that make you happy...?”

“How can I be happy? You’re leaving me!” The Queen’s veil shook, her whole body rocking beneath it. “I can’t... I can’t believe it. Oh, thank God, thank God you found him for me, my love... Everything, everything you ever promised me, all your vows fulfilled. Go. Find your brother...”

“The lamb,” the King wheezed. He pressed his face to the ground, lying flat against it. Getting ready to die, the terms of his enchantment now fulfilled.

“Anryniel will be King after you,” the Queen said. “You have a son, Anathas. Not even God could take that from you.”

Only then did the Lightning King pass, the light leaving his eyes as quickly as his moniker moved across the sky. A single thunderclap marked his passing, so loud and so close that it shook the beams of the castle around them. The stained glass windows in the throne room shook, some of the panes cracking.

When the last echoes of the omen faded, the Queen of Ammar spoke. The words that slithered from her mouth were in the language of Nynomath. Her voice was high and delicate. It was a voice that Maertyn remembered.

“Lie down and be still.” 

Professor Lawson collapsed to the ground. His body went rigid with the spell, the powerful magic sweeping through him all at once. To Maertyn, it only felt like the faintest tickle, somewhere well outside the agony of the blade buried in his chest. 

“Of course it doesn’t work on you,” the Queen said in a much harsher voice. 

She threw the hem of her veil back over her head. A tear-stained face like his own glared back at him. Her golden curls, her dark black eyes frozen in time at the same point as Maertyn, on the day she wrote the curse onto his back. The ninth mage ground her teeth the same way her daughter did.

“You are Anryn’s mother?” Maertyn asked.

She lashed out, slapping him across the face. “Don’t you ever say my baby’s name! Aberrant, miserable ditch-witch!”

The Queen fumbled at a pouch on her golden belt. She took from it a small silver shard. A piece from a broken knife. She held it between a thumb and forefinger and dragged its edge along her palm. 

In the same voice that she used to call down the stars, the Queen spoke to the blood cupped in her hand: “To me! Children of Ny—beloved of Mat! Where a daughter calls, her brethren will answer!” 

For miles around, every witch and every mage heard the call. It was one of the Greater Curses. Sacred magic known only to the archmages. Witches, not knowing what it was, would scream in sudden terror. Maertyn knew that it even reached Anryn, somewhere far away, and she would have cried out. 

The mages answered—nine of them. They came through every door that led to the room. One by one they entered, some dressed as lords or ladies, some dressed as servants. Some were stained with raindrops and ashes, having come from the chaos of the streets. Maertyn recognized the bald one that got away from him at Java and the one he grappled with at the pyre. But his Sight was drawn to a third mage whose hands were stained with blood. 

Anryn’s blood. 

“What did you do?” Maertyn hissed. He surged against the blade, straining to free himself. Spots danced in front of Maertyn’s eyes. 

The Queen saw the blood, too. He could hear the clicking of her teeth dragging against one another. After a moment, she burst out in her native tongue, “How dare you... All of you! Skulking around my prison. Meddling in my affairs. You disfigure my son with your crooked crescent. Do you mock me?”

The mages glanced at each other. One woman, dressed as a maid, spoke first. She curtseyed to the Queen. “Archmage... We thought you were dead. And the Winze along with you. Forgive us—we could not See you.”

The Queen slapped the hilt of the sword embedded in Maertyn’s chest. He let out a strangled cry.  

“Does he look dead to you, fool? Is this what they teach at the Dome now, not to use your own eyes?” She spit out the words in a furious mix of her adopted and native tongue. “Witness and abide—this is the Winze. My torment and my shame. All yours, now! I remand him unto you. Take him and let the High Court do what they want with him. I served my term.”

None of the mages moved to obey her. The Queen was not an archmage anymore—and no longer an arbiter of their laws. The only authority she could wield was as the Queen of Ammar, and she was only a woman whose husband had just died. She had no power in that room with which to command anyone.

When none of them moved, the Queen turned her rage on the mage stained with Anryn’s blood. “What is your name, pit-mage? By what right do you vandalize my life’s greatest work with your butcher’s hands?”

“Ciamon Kaltevuus,” the man said. He drew himself up straight and addressed the Queen in her adoptive language: “Your child would have died if I did nothing, my lady. If not now, then in a few years when he kills himself because he can’t stop wondering what’s wrong with him.”

“How dare you address me as ‘lady’? Don’t you know who I am?” the Queen screamed back. “My name still lives even if I am an Apostate—Maeva Sininen, magistrate of the High Court. I wrote the names of the stars your grandmothers prayed on. You think I didn’t know you lurked in my halls? Tried to read my letters? You’re blind. No inch of this place escapes my notice. It is my palace and my prison. Mine that I built with my own hands!” 

Maertyn looked up again. Now that he knew what to look for, he could See the scratches on the walls. Little words, little curses she’d written all over, even on the glass. They were in the whorls of wood on the floor—they glittered in the gold thread of the Queen’s veil draped down her back. Like him, the Queen of Ammar had tried to escape from the wreck of their lives, stuck somewhere between living and dead. Never able to let go of what she had been.

You should try drinking instead, Maertyn wanted to tell her.

“You do not judge me, pit-mage. You cannot understand what the Winze truly is,” the Queen said to Ciamon. She reached her hand down and grabbed Maertyn by the hair. She fixed her black eyes on Ciamon Kaltevuus and spoke another Greater Curse aloud: “Death—there stands a heretic! Claim him!”  

Maertyn felt the room move. The mage Queen pulled on the stars millions of miles away, opening a hole in the heavens large enough for a soul to slip through. That power slipped down through the sky and funneled through the Queen. A shadow of it passed through her, over the floor, the black stain flowing along the lines of the curses she wrote onto each individual panel of wood. 

The shadow faded before it could reach Ciamon. Maertyn could still feel the pull of the stars overhead, but they were tethered to him. The shadow they cast could not reach Ciamon all the way across the room. If that hole beneath him opened up, they would come down, he thought. But Maertyn was in too much pain to do more than moan, wishing that she would let go of him. Then that furious burn of starlight would fade from his Sight. 

At last, the Queen abandoned the death curse and let go of Maertyn. Her hands trembled, feeling their true age in the wake of her failed spell. “You see what he does? His star is dark—it pulls the very light from all other stars around it, leaving only misery and woe in their wake. None of you can judge me. He already broke me. No spell I’ve worked since the day he crossed my path has ever gone right.”

Not even Anryn? Maertyn wanted to ask, but he was too tired to speak. 

Somehow, she must have heard his thoughts. The Queen wheeled around and slapped him again. She went on hitting him until Ciamon stepped forward and tried to get her attention.

“Archmage,” said Ciamon. “What do you want us to do? I know you no longer wear the crescent, but a Child of Ny calls, and your brothers and sisters are here to answer. Just... tell us what you want us to do. Should we take Anryniel home...?”

“He is home. Anryniel of Ammar is bound for the Blood Throne, not the shrine at the Dome,” the Queen said. She stood there, shaking with a rage she could not slake. Her immortal life damned her to feel that anger for an eternity.

“But, my lady, the Prince of Ammar is a witch,” said one of the other mages. “Their name is in the Sight Pools—the Dome must have its due. The Lightning King robbed us for years...”

“My husband and I spent years burning witches, looking for him. He alone wouldn’t have burned on a pyre,” the Queen spat. She pointed at Maertyn. “Take him instead. The Dome wants every witch in the world for themselves? Then they can claim this one as their own—him and all his sins. Go and the Devil take you.”

None of them moved. No one wanted to approach the Winze, lest his eye fall on them. More real than the stick men covered in ash and glass, more deadly than the Lightning King who deprived them of their witches and plotted their doom. Any spell cast on Maertyn was destined to fail—or rebound on the one who cast it, as it had Maeva Sininen.

I thought that I killed them all, Maertyn thought. 

He wished that he had—until he thought of Anryn. He pictured her kneeling over his Seeing mirror. Saw her again under the water in Java while the air ran out of her lungs. He remembered his stomach dropped when he realized she would not come back up on her own. Would Anryn ever have gone under the water if he hadn’t ruined her peace? 

His hate dissolved into shame. 

Misery and woe. They were right about me. I am what they said I was, Maertyn thought. 

He drew a ragged breath into his failing lungs. He thought of Anryn again and what she would say when they told her that she was King. “You are worth saving, Maertyn Blackfire... As your King, I command you: save yourself.”

“I will go with you,” Maertyn heard himself say. His throat was dry. His hands were too weak even to move. “I will go... in the King’s place.”

The Queen stopped shaking. She looked at him again, her face wet with tears. A sob tore itself loose from her throat, and the fallen archmage covered her face with both her hands. Unable to look at him, her enemy, who offered himself up in place of her only child.

“Call: Will we take this man in place of Anryniel of Ammar?” said one of the mages. They looked from one to the other. 

Slowly, six of them raised their hands in the air. “Done. Ny calls, Mat answers.”

Now eight of the nine turned to look at Ciamon. He alone among them had stood up to the Queen. Now they looked to him to approach the Winze. 

Ciamon sighed and walked toward the throne. When he brushed past the Queen, she seized his hand.

“You think the Dome will go easy on you because your clumsy blade is less sinful than mine?” she said, her voice heavy with the Sight. “Think again. I need not even curse you myself... You’ll dream of her every night and despair.”

At her hateful words, Ciamon went pale. Yet the hand he reached for the hilt of the sword stuck in Maertyn’s chest was steady. The mage wrenched the sword out of the throne. It tore from Maertyn’s chest like a cork popped from a bottle, and all of his muscles went slack, dragging him to the floor. 

Maertyn lay beside the shriveled body of the King of Ammar. His mind started to darken, fading as his body went to work Weaving his wounds shut. 

Before he lost time, Maertyn twisted his head to watch the Queen. She stalked over to Professor Lawson’s rigid form. She knelt by his side, her fingers moving as if she blessed him. The last thing Maertyn heard before the mages took him was the awful sound of her voice, speaking another spell while the heavens opened high overhead. 

“No, no, no... Struggle too hard, and you might die, Doctor. Live instead, and do my bidding—and through me, you shall have your fondest wish. Go and tell my son that he is King.”
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Far away, miles beneath the knife that moved across his chest, Anryn floated. Somewhere above, he thrashed while blood ran over his skin and spit stung his throat. Beneath, she drifted, shivering from the cold of the mage’s knife while it cut through his skin to reach her. The knife moved like a needle through cloth, piercing their flesh, drawing them close. 

Anryn drifted up toward where the knife pulled flesh and soul together. The Dome was there. A glittering arc across the night sky, reflecting all the stars God hung in heaven to guide man on earth. Anryn imagined hands moving across it, fingers pinching the stars and placing them in lines, forming angles. A brilliant design magnified by the lens of Nynomath’s Great Dome, reflected for miles around in mirror pools where the mages gathered to read the stars. 

A dark spot moved among those stars. Sucked down their light so fast that it could not escape. Blotting out the pattern. Obscuring God’s design from view. The Unlucky Star was out there, pulling the light from the sky.

Leave him alone, Anryn wanted to scream. If God made the stars, He made Maertyn, too. 

The white-hot light moved over Anryn’s chest. A shadow spread beneath it. The Dome resolved into two perfect curves that would fit in their hands. God made Nature; Nature made men and women. God could not reach past Nature to make one or the other.

Anryn chased the image backwards and forwards across the heavens. Now him, now her. All the things that Anryniel of Mahaut might have been, all the things yet to be. The pattern of the stars spinning around the Prince of Ammar.

Until they stopped, frozen in place. 

Anryn saw a tornado blotting out the horizon. She moved toward it, her black hair whipped all around her by the wind. Out of the storm, another self strode forward to meet her, mirroring her steps. Tall, with the same black hair and blue eyes, in the full flush of his youth. Anryn hadn’t known until that moment that he and his father looked exactly alike when Anathas was young and when Anryn was a woman.

“You’re late,” said Anathas, the Lightning King. “Always late. Even when you said you’d meet me in Hell, son.”

“I’m not your son,” she said. In the dream, she stood before the King naked and full grown. There was no way for him not to see her now, hovering here together at the edge of death. 

“Yes, you are. In any way that counts. They will know that you are Ammar’s prince, now her King. It doesn’t matter what else they see, as long as they see that you are my son.”

In some way, Anryn understood what her father’s shade meant. To God, it didn’t matter. The light from the stars both was and wasn’t. An instantaneous thing. Nature was more mutable. It burned off bits of a star when it fell to earth, so that it better fit the shape She chose for them. Both parts of Anryn were no less divine. He was the King of Ammar’s son, and a woman. God found no contradiction. Nature only chose the form best suited to her destiny.

A cry rang out overhead, shaking the stars out of their pattern. The cracks in the Dome spidered out across the sky. The wind was in her ears. The horrific rhythm of the tornado. Sh-sh-sh-sh, it roared. Sh-sh-sh-sh...! 

Anryn stirred and felt her limbs burning. All the muscle and tendon stretched, torn, and healed over. The mark on her chest burned and stung so fiercely she gagged from the agony of it. Something cool pressed against her chest where the mark stung. Anryn felt water on her skin. 

“Sh... shhh.” It wasn’t the wind. It was her mother’s voice. 

Anryn woke and found that she could not sit up. Her mother leaned over her, the gauze of her veil tickling Anryn’s arms. 

“Look at you,” said Queen Eva, her voice hoarse and heavy with grief. “My baby. My only baby...” 

“Mom,” Anryn said. Her own voice was hoarse from days without use. “What happened?”

She tried again to sit up, and now her limbs obeyed, clumsy and shaking as she pulled herself upright. The room spun for a moment. Anryn looked down and saw the mark, the size of a palm print, high up on the mound of bone that joined the ribs near the heart. 

It shone under the lines of the Sight. Three angled lines pointing down to join one straight bar right over the top of the bone. Each of the three lines was crowned with a crescent moon.

Anryn recognized it: aiyin, the twenty-seventh character in Nynomath’s alphabet. It was a symbol painted onto pocket watches and clocks, written into marriage contracts and licenses. It was carved on Maertyn’s back. All time contained in one word, depending on how it was read. The emphasis in one syllable versus another was all the difference between a fixed term and an indeterminate one. The difference between a lifetime and an eternity.  

Queen Eva reached out to touch it. Her fingers trembled. Anryn heard her mother’s breath hiss out from behind her black satin veils. The Queen dropped her hand and turned her head away. 

“I can’t stand to look at you,” her mother whispered. 

“Your Majesty,” Professor Lawson was there. He approached Anryn’s bed, his hands wrung together, fingers digging into one another. His merry eyes were dim—they seemed to look through Anryn rather than at her. “You must get up. There was a riot ten days ago. Many witches were killed, more escaped. The criminal, Maertyn Blackfire, slew the King and was extradited to Nynomath.”

“What?” Anryn stared at him, uncomprehending. Maertyn is back in Nynomath?

“Your father is dead, Your Highness,” Professor Lawson repeated. His faraway gaze filmed over with unshed tears. “You are the King of Ammar. You must get up—we are waiting to crown you.”

Dead. The word echoed in Anryn’s mind. She stared at her mother. Now she took in the full sight of Queen Eva’s black mourning clothes. Five layers of black veils pulled down over a plain black gown. No jewelry, no crown, not even a hint of embroidery. A void of grief made flesh.

A clatter of armor startled Anryn out of her shock. She reached for her sword beside the bed, but it was not there. The door to the room swung open. Beatrice stood there. She cleared her throat and glanced at the attendant quivering by the door. 

“Her Royal... Ah. Her Majesty, Queen Beatrice of Ammar,” the attendant stammered.

Beatrice stepped into the room. Like Queen Eva, she was dressed all in black from head to toe—but with a silver belt around her hips that glittered with her throwing knives. 

Her mother rose from the bed. In one smooth motion, the Dowager Queen sank into a deep curtsey to Beatrice, one knee touching the floor. 

That was the moment that it all became real to Anryn. The Lightning King was dead. His widow yielded the rank of Queen to the wife of the new king. 

Beatrice swept gracefully to the bed, almost as if she danced. When she reached out her hand, Anryn took it. Beatrice’s palm felt warm and solid under her fingers. It was a relief to grab on to her, to hold something steady while everything around Anryn seemed to spin. 

“My liege,” said Professor Lawson. “Do we have your leave to go and prepare?”

Anryn nodded. The professor and the Dowager Queen bowed to her. Beatrice did not let go of her hand until the door swung shut behind them. Then, the new Queen darted to the servants’ door. She opened it, checking for anybody hiding behind. When she was sure they were alone, Beatrice tossed back her veil and sank down beside the bed. 

“Thank God you’re alive—the priests gave you last rites three times,” she said. “They want you to get dressed and go down to the throne room if you are strong enough to stand.”

Anryn started to stretch her legs. A flare of pain shot through her joints. She peeled back the covers and did not recognize her own legs at first. They were longer. 

Beatrice slipped an arm behind her back and Anryn leaned on her to stumble out of bed. More than her legs had grown—the boniness in Anryn’s arms and legs stretched into lean lines. The hips folded into an angular waist. There were no breasts on her chest, but a new fullness of muscle and skin dragged down on the raw lines of the mark.

I grew... but did I change? Anryn wondered. She steeled herself and looked down. There was thick blond hair between the legs. A pale white shaft nestled among the curls, longer than what Anryn remembered. It looked odd to her, but it was not disappointing.

Everything that Anryn had been born with was still there. 

They still see a man... Everyone will still believe that I am a man, the prince thought. But she had changed. For the first time in her life able to look at herself and feel something other than disappointment. The last eighteen years of her life hadn’t been swept away. Only now there was more of Anryn there along with it. The altered curse shifted the bars of the prison just enough to make room for her in the body she was born with, even if it did not match the terms by which the world knew Anryniel of Ammar. I’m here. It’s really me. 

“Put this on.” Beatrice handed her a robe. “It’s so drafty in the castle now. Almost all the windows broke when the tornado touched down...” 

“A tornado?” said Anryn. She looked around the room and saw all of the furniture had been moved. The glass in the windows was gone. The chilly wet air of early spring filled the room. “A witch’s tornado?”

“Yes—they were killing them in the street. They must have been so scared... just like at the wedding,” Beatrice said. She blinked and there were tears in her eyes. “It was... Anryn, it was horrible. Hundreds are dead. My brother went home... Without you, I’m all alone here...”

Anryn grabbed Beatrice’s shoulders. They clung to each other like survivors of a shipwreck thrown onto a foreign shore. 

“You are not alone,” Anryn said against her hair. “You’ll always have me, no matter what. I meant my vows.”

“I meant mine, too. I will be Queen of Ammar—and I can’t do it without you,” Beatrice pulled back a little and looked up into Anryn’s face. “Is it... is it alright to kiss you, still?”

“Kiss me forever,” Anryn said. She gazed at Beatrice, grateful and relieved to have an ally like her at her side. 

Her wife now had to stand on tiptoe to kiss her mouth. It felt every bit as good as it had on their wedding night. Only now that feeling bubbled up from Anryn’s soul through to her body, and all the places that tingled felt real and whole. 

Beatrice broke off the kiss. “What should I... I mean, how shall I call you, now? Nobody knows about the mirror... Word got out that a mage broke into your bedroom and cursed you, but that’s all anyone can see...”

“That’s all that they need to see,” Anryn said. Her voice was deeper, but she found that she could pitch it in a pleasing way—no longer as shrill as she used to be. “You can still call me Anryn. The rest of them will have to settle for ‘Your Majesty.’ ”

Together, they planned how Anryn would dress for the hurried crowning. Beatrice laid out tunic after tunic—but Anryn could not stand to have anything touching the raw red lines on her chest. Finally, Beatrice took one of her knives and cut a deep V into a cotton shirt. She used hairpins to keep the edges tucked under an embroidered red velvet jacket, left unbuttoned to the waist. 

“You’re so pale,” Beatrice worried. She dug into a pouch at her belt and took out what looked like a small dip pen. The top of it came off and Beatrice unscrewed a tiny brush from inside. “Lean down and lookup.”

The bristles tickled Anryn’s lashes. She blinked, feeling a heavy weight against her eyelids. When she tried to see the dark black smudges on her lids, she found that the Sight snuck into her vision. “What is it?”

“Eyeliner,” Beatrice answered. She tapped the brush once on either side of Anryn’s face and used her fingers to shape the smudges. “It’s not quite your color—but it will keep everyone looking at your face, not your chest.”

A magic trick, Anryn thought. She blinked, letting the powder settle. Like when she wore the veil as a disguise, a new world of possibility opened before her. 

She pulled her belt over the ensemble, adjusting the sheath for her new height. The weight of it pulled on her differently—and Anryn knew she would need to practice long hours to recapture her skill with a sword. 

“You look perfect,” said Beatrice. She pressed her fingertips to her lips, her smile behind them widening. Then she tucked her veil back down around her face and gave Anryn her arm.

Together, they made their way down to the throne room. All around them, signs of the desperate struggle were splashed over the walls. More broken windows, torn tapestries. In dozens of places, red-brown splotches where bloodstains had been scrubbed at. As they passed, people bowed. Lower and longer than they had when Anryn’s father was alive. Their eyes moved over Anryn’s lengthened arms and legs, her painted face.

For once, Anryn did not want to hide. She stared right back, not caring whether they saw a man or a woman. All that mattered was that they saw a king.

Outside the throne room, Beatrice paused. Anryn wanted to draw her along, but for a moment, she was a boy in her father’s house again. Not daring to break the unspoken rules. Anryn turned to Beatrice and clung to her wife’s hand.

“Will you be watching? From behind the door?” Anryn whispered.

Beatrice nodded. Her hand went to the daggers on her belt. “Your Queen has your back, my King. I’ll guard it well.”

Anryn kissed her again through the film of her veil and went inside. In the throne room, the lords were already gathered. Eyiffoen, Tommasi, Kenon, Teqwyn... and Lord Gruffydd. 

Anryn was drawn to him. Relieved and anxious to see that his son was not with him. 

“Lord Gruffydd,” Anryn said to her would-be murderer. “Your son is well, I trust?” 

“He recovers,” Gruffydd said. If he was upset at all that King Anathas—his lifelong friend and cousin—had died, it didn’t show. “You seem to have... grown.”

Anryn knew from the way that the old man looked at her that she would always be a boy in Lord Gruffydd’s eyes. He’d never known Anryn in any context other than as a rival to his own son. The mutable letter on Anryn’s chest could not change anything in a vacuum. It needed context.

“You said I fell short of the mark of manhood,” Anryn said. She pulled the pinned edges of the shirt away from the word tattooed on her chest. “Well, here’s your mark. Did you not wish this on me?” 

She did not yell, but her voice carried easily among the lords in the room. Anryn held Gruffydd’s gaze and watched as the red flesh crept up his neck. It was the perfect challenge—tying him to the mages. Not as good as charging him with treason outright, but just enough to keep the richest man in her kingdom on his toes. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Lord Eyiffoen shift to square his shoulders toward Gruffydd.

To drive home the point, she echoed the words he’d said to her in his study: “Well, I suppose that I should thank you for that.”

The old man lowered his eyes. Anryn continued on toward the dais. 

They came to the throne itself, and Anryn drew up short. A dark red stain spread over the Blood Throne. For a moment, she saw it like some omen from the first Blood King, an illusion. Then Anryn screwed up her eyes and Saw that the blood soaked deep into the wood was Maertyn’s. 

Professor Lawson’s words echoed in Anryn’s ears. “Maertyn Blackfire... slew the King.”

How? Anryn wondered. How could Maertyn have managed it after losing that much blood? The why of it was obvious: self-defense. The Lightning King would have thrown his throne away rather than suffer a witch to stand in his presence. 

Now Maertyn is back in Nynomath. Anryn shook with fury, imagining what the mages would do to him. 

Lord Eyiffoen laid a velvet cloak over the Blood Throne. It hid the bloodstain. “We’ll have it cleaned, Your Majesty. Please, do sit.” 

The priests were there. The ceremony was all arranged and rehearsed for days while the prince recovered. It should have been at the church where Anryn and Beatrice were married, but Anryn would learn that it had been smashed flat by the tornado. She should have had a confessor to hear her sins before she sat—but they would explain to her later that because last rites were pronounced for her three times while she slept, this was enough in the Church’s eyes to absolve her.

Anryn sat there and watched them go through the motions. She looked around the lords gathered in the room. The lesser and greater. The clergy. Professor Lawson pressed back against the far wall, gazing both at and through her. Beatrice had not been allowed into the room to be crowned Queen alongside her King. Anryn’s mother wasn’t there to see it. 

They crown me today, but this is not my kingdom yet. It is still my father’s, she thought. I will change it. I’ll make it mine.

They anointed the prince with oils, handed her the holy relics of the Blood Kings—the cup, the scepter, the crown... Lord Gruffydd himself placed it on Anryn’s head. Then they sang, together, an old and ancient song. Not heard in Ammar for nearly a hundred years. A prayer for God to lead his children out of the water, out of darkness.

To Anryniel, God had always meant Anathas. The weight of the crown was her father’s disappointment pressing down on her. Without her father alive to hold her down, what was God to the King of Ammar now? What part of the divine could she be to her people? To the witches in their silver cages... to the traitor beside her throne, eyeing her as a wolf does a sheep...

What would she be to Maertyn Blackfire?

Anryn sat on the Blood Throne, stained red with the blood of a witch, and straightened her back. She drew a shuddering breath. Like that first agonizing gasp emerging from the water in Java, eyes all aglow with the Sight. 

“I will be King here,” Anryn said. Her voice rang out across the room, confident and strong. “Ammar has no other King but me. Everything that I say, I must mean. Every word, my oath. All my promises, to my wife, to my subjects... to my enemies. I will keep them. All of them.” 

The King hoped that wherever he was, Maertyn Blackfire could hear the words spoken there that day. The first oath sworn aloud by Anryniel, the Witch King of Ammar.

Just after them, she uttered her first command: “Nynomath will pay.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

EPILOGUE 
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The mages voted eight-to-one for Ciamon Kaltevuus to drag the Winze back to Nynomath. Perhaps they admired Ciamon’s courage in confronting the Apostate archmage. Or—more likely—they figured he was already a condemned man when the High Court learned he carved an unlicensed curse on a sovereign prince of a foreign nation. 

News of the witch massacre and the death of the Lightning King spread faster than the mages could escape. All the ports surrounding Mahaut were closed. They traveled by cart like the other fleeing peasants, filthy and stained with blood. 

Ciamon struggled to heave the Winze’s limp body up into the cart. The other mages shifted away from him, twitching their cloaks and skirts away from the cursed witch, who still bled. They avoided Ciamon’s gaze and hid beneath their cloaks. Their fingers moved in silent, frantic prayers for protection.

They stopped four days outside Mahaut to rest in a proper town. A spell candle in the window of a farmhouse told them this was a safe haven. They waited until dark to enter the house. Ciamon was obliged to blanket-drag the Winze into the stables by himself while one of the other mages covered the trail of blood that the man left with straw and dirt.

The horses whickered and pawed the ground. Ciamon murmured a charm to calm them. For a moment, he missed Lord Gruffydd’s country manor house, where he’d spent years posing as a groom. Worked to earn the man’s trust while he read every letter, listened to every voice that came through the house. 

The other mages snuck out to join him when the half-moon was high overhead, just after midnight. The moonlight wasn’t bright enough for any of them to work a spell that could guide them. Instead, they had to rely on their wits and debate what to do. 

“We shouldn’t be near him,” one mage said. She had the wide, flat accent of the great plains. “He could wake up and kill us all.”

“Damn straight. We should leave him,” said another. This one was like Ciamon, with scars over his eyes and the cauliflower ears from the pits. “Weigh him down with stones, drop him in a lake. Let Ammar keep their demon.”

Ciamon didn’t like the suggestion. “The Hell we will. Their Queen told us to take him back to Nynomath. That’s what we’re doing.”

“No, that’s what you’re doing. I’m out,” said a third. This mage wore a stolen face, though the enchantment slipped the further away he got from its owner. The nose hung down by the lower lip and one eyelid drooped. “You can drag this abomination over the mountain if you want. I’m going back to Mahaut to see if I can track down some of the ditch-witches we missed out on...” 

Just leave ‘em alone, Ciamon wanted to say. He kept his mouth shut because he knew he could not talk the other mage—any mage—out of it. Bounties on Ammarish weather witches were so high in Nynomath, Ciamon could’ve bought a farm and ten slaves to work it if he brought back just one alive. If it were a weather witch, two farms. 

If it’s the Winze... Ciamon shivered. 

Once in a lifetime, Ammar’s witches yielded a sacred mage to the Dome, someone who could work all five of the Greater Curses. All the best archmages studied for decades to wield even one of them. The Winze was the other side of that coin. A witch with all the power of a sacred mage who stole God’s light from the world just by breathing. A dark star among the heavens who could pull all light around it into Hell. 

Ciamon grew up on stories of the Winze. The night he broke the Dome, it was said that a red shadow passed over the moon, and all the mages of the High Court fell down dead where they stood when their spell to bind the Winze failed. Then he vanished, leaving only a trail of broken glass and splintered bones all the way from the holy city to the mountain. 

They were only stories. The Great Dome had a crack in it, sure enough, but all the rest were just fireside ghost tales. There was no way to tell them apart from what really happened that night. The archmages presiding over the High Court that night were named Apostate—their other names struck from the walls, crossed off the parchments, and forgotten. 

Ciamon used to dream of joining the High Court. That he might have some great destiny to repair the Dome or cure the plague. That was before Ciamon learned that it was dangerous to want things. God was sure to hold it against you.

Dream of her every night and despair. 

Ciamon pushed the memory of the Apostate’s voice from his mind and tried to sleep for a few hours. Sure enough, he did dream of Beatrice. The way that she smiled when he explained something to her. The smell of her perfume—cinnamon and sandalwood. 

How could he not dream of her? He’d thought only of her, of every need and want that she could have, for months. In his pocket, he still had the little leather book he’d stolen from Haley Lawson with all the details of Beatrice’s arrival in Ammar circled. The professor was so meticulous, he’d even written the different spellings of her name in three languages. Ciamon traced the letters of each in his mind to lull himself to sleep.

He woke up to find the Winze still bleeding, still somehow not dead. There was no doubt in Ciamon’s mind that this was him. Ammar’s hellfire witch, guardian of the Gates of Hell. 

Three more mages deserted that morning. Ciamon was half-tempted to go with them. Renounce his vows, shatter his crescent, and convert to the Church of Ammar. Then maybe he would enroll at Amwarren University and show that snob Professor Lawson just what he knew about international law. Ciamon had lived it for over a decade. 

Yet he found he couldn’t abandon a wounded man. The light from Ciamon’s star compelled him to help, somehow. Just as he’d helped Anryniel of Ammar, though it might’ve put him on the wrong side of the High Court. So he continued to haul the Winze along, hiding out in barns and ditches while they made their way back to Nynomath.

Whenever they stopped for the night, Ciamon tried to staunch the bleeding every way that he knew how. He applied pressure to the wounds. He stuffed them with hay. In one of the safe houses, he heated a kitchen knife in the fire and tried to cauterize them. 

None of it worked. Ciamon stood over the bleeding witch in another pitch-black barn on a night with no moon. He struggled to think of some new trick to try. Ciamon didn’t dare try to Weave or to use his own crescent to close the wounds. He did not want his light sucked out of him by whatever dark star lurked under that immortal skin.

Ciamon didn’t notice the plains mage come into the barn. With no moonlight, she moved like a shadow over the ground. Ciamon leaned over the Winze in the dark, trying to pinch the edges of the sword wound shut to see if they could scab over. He only noticed her when she pulled off her veil to hiss at him. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” she said. “You’re not trying to help him?”

“Hard to hide when we got a trail of blood leading to us,” Ciamon said. He was too tired to mind his manners.

“Smart.” She conjured a flame inside her palm and held her hand aloft. Under the warm orange glow of her spell, she smiled at him. “Are you hungry?”

Ciamon wiped his bloody hands clean with a rag and glanced at the wicker hamper she held in her other hand. Bread and cheese and a bottle of liquor poked out the top. The two of them exchanged a tense look as Ciamon took the bottle from it. 

“Drink up,” she said. “I’ve filled every empty vial I had with the good stuff. God knows when we’ll be back here again.”

“Ny calls and Mat answers,” Ciamon replied in agreement. 

He uncorked the whiskey and drank a long sip. It was the good stuff. He recognized the label with the Four Wolves howling at a holy crescent. Once they were back in Nynomath, the only alcohol either of them would taste would be in medicines or poisons. 

This gave Ciamon another idea. He tore strips of green silk from his jacket and soaked them in the whiskey. He tucked these into the Winze’s wounds. Ciamon had to lift him up to reach the one in his back where it oozed alongside the pinpricks of blood welling out of the curse marks. The plains mage didn’t try to help, but she did squint at the lines on the Winze’s back while she held her flame near it to read the words. She shivered and made a warding sign against evil. 

“We should leave the Winze in Ammar,” she said. “Do what the others said and tie him to a tree somewhere... We can just say we’re not qualified to deal with this. They should send one of the archmages to collect him.”

“Nothing doing,” Ciamon told her. 

The Winze moaned. His pale, cracked lips moved. 

The plains mage clenched her fist, smothering the flame. She fled from the barn, quick as an arrow. Ciamon stayed where he was but braced his feet, ready to bolt himself if he felt even the slightest tug of a spell being cast. He watched the Winze’s face and looked for some sign.

Ciamon felt a pull. But it wasn’t his soul being stolen. It was only his urge to help tugging at him. Had the whiskey in the wounds revived the Winze after all? He crouched back down by the man and dribbled a little from the bottle over the Winze’s mouth. 

The man’s eyelids cracked to slits, the fierce brown eyes glittering behind them. He looked right at Ciamon. The Winze murmured again, and Ciamon realized he was repeating a name. 

“Anryn.” 

“The prince is alive,” Ciamon said to him in Ammarish. Beatrice would have called him with the coins, otherwise.

The Winze was silent for a while. Then, he whispered, “You carved her.” 

Her. The word stuck itself in Ciamon’s ears. He flexed his fingers and remembered the feel of flesh under his crescent. The curve of a woman’s breasts in the Seeing mirror. For a moment—a sinful one he would revisit in confession later—he thought of Beatrice with his hand pressed against her. 

“I was just trying to help... Bea’s bad enough at being a wife—she’d make a terrible widow,” Ciamon said in his own language. He wasn’t sure whether he spoke to comfort the Winze or himself. Just to hedge his bets, he repeated himself in Ammarish.

The Winze smiled a little and closed his eyes again. Ciamon thought that he seemed a little like the prince—noble. The man saved the witches of Ammar when he burnt up the pyre and then gave himself up to the Dome in Anryniel’s place. 

Ciamon started to wonder how the Dome had got it wrong the first time around when the Winze came to them. Archmages didn’t make mistakes, but someone clearly had. It baffled him to think the High Court would carry on with the Winze wandering free for decades and no one setting a bounty. That no one would notice an Apostate became the reigning Queen of Ammar... 

They had to know... didn’t they? Ciamon thought. 

If so, why hadn’t someone at the Dome thought to mention it to him when they sent him off as a spy? He ran through all the words he’d read and heard. He tried to fit them together like pieces to a puzzle. There were only two that he could join together: Maeva Sininen’s hand cursed the Winze, then cursed her own child. That must be what drew the two together, like a star yanked into a spiral by something bigger and heavier. 

What words did Sininen write onto her child that dragged a star out of heaven, Ciamon wondered. The only words that he could picture clearly were the ones that the Queen hissed at him: Dream of her every night and despair. 

“Fuck,” Ciamon said. 

He poured more of the whiskey into the Winze’s mouth, then drank the rest himself. It was a long way back to the Dome, and both of them were cursed with what might last an eternity.
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