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To Zane, 

Thanks for the 2.5 miles in Colorado. 

(Sorry about crashing the side-by-side.)
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Chapter 1

I promised myself I wouldn’t cry when I watched my brother walk away from our family.

It was late spring, which made the day quite lovely—the few trees near our small property bore crowns bristling with green. Flowering weeds grew along the fence and the foundation of the house we eight—now seven—shared. The air smelled of grass, bread, and manure, and a few songbirds chirped at one another, completely unaware of our devastation.

But Brien, my closest sibling in age and the eldest boy of the family, had been called by the draft, and so to the war camps he went. North, to report, which gave us only three days to prepare for his leaving, for the loss of his good humor and strong shoulders—the loss of half our income with his working hands. I didn’t even understand why we teetered on the brink of war at all. Why Sesta—our neighbor across the strait—picked pointless border skirmishes miles and miles from Fount, our home, when we’d survived centuries together in peace. Brien didn’t know, either, only that he had to report. Had to fight for nobles who couldn’t care less for his life. A life I desperately needed at my side.

But I kept my promise. I did not cry. I was certain I’d hid my tears all week, namely from Heath, Pren, and Terrence—the youngest of my siblings. I put up a strong front for them, leaning on the fact that they understood war even less than I did. Terrence, at only eight, surely thought Brien was going on a trip or adventure of sorts. The twins had picked up sticks and played “battle” just yesterday. I was content letting them think it all a game. They shouldn’t feel heavy just because I hadn’t yet sorted out how we’d make up the funds. I was only glad the other boys were not old enough to be conscripted. Not unless the ruling Noblewight family changed the draft age to include children. I supposed we were lucky that it set the floor at twenty.

I watched Brien’s figure disappear into the distance until I couldn’t see him anymore and stood in front of the house a little longer yet. Lissel, at seventeen, stood silently beside me, her hands fisted as tears rolled down her cheeks. She understood what it meant. Were Fount a bigger place, she might be able to take work as a laundress or seamstress, but the people here were humble and self-sufficient. Poor, like we were.

Dan, my next brother at fifteen, turned to go back to the house first. “I’ll be late,” he said by way of excuse, his expression closed. He had an unpaid apprenticeship with the local tanner, and he had eight months left to go. I didn’t think it time for him to report yet, but I understood. I, too, preferred to stay busy when distressed. I, too, preferred distraction.

Colt, my next sibling at thirteen, kicked a rock, dug his hands into the pockets of his patched trousers, and said, “Whatever.” He took off down the road, likely to wander town as opposed to being put to work at the house. I sighed. Had Colt the self-reliance and respectability Brien possessed at thirteen, he could get a job to help us out. But he tended toward trouble more often than not, and harvest was still a full season away, when even the most desperate could find work in the fields.

“He’ll be back before autumn,” I tried, barely able to push the words past a hard, sore lump in my throat; I swallowed it down. Stood there until Pren and Heath started up a game again, bickering with Terrence about whether or not he’d be included. Lissel went to scold them, so I took the opportunity to turn away, to grasp the edge of the weathered fence and suck in a few deep breaths, steeling myself. Autumn was just to make Lissel feel better. Gods knew how many months or years it might be until we saw Brien again. If we saw him again.

Eyes burning, I blinked rapidly. I could cry later. Hem, please protect him. Please bring him back to us.

I nearly prayed to Alm to bring sickness to Fount so I might have more work outside of the apiary, but even in grief, I could not be so callous. Ursa would never forgive such a prayer.

Steps up the lane had me dabbing the corners of my eyes with my sleeve before turning to see who approached, hoping to find someone in want of honey or beeswax, or with a family member at home in need of healing. But it was the letter carrier, a half-empty bag slung over his shoulder. I nodded at him, thinking he would pass by on his way to the Millstones’, but he reached into his satchel and handed me a single letter. “For you, Nym.”

I cleared my throat. “Thank you.” Took the letter. He went on his way.

I turned the missive over, my heart sinking as I saw the red wax seal on the back. Thin and not quite a full circle, as though a letter to a peasant wasn’t worth the cost of the wax.

The same seal that condemned Brien to war.

Deep in my heart, I knew what I held. I knew it. For years I’d been waiting for it. But, I thought, surely the gods would not be so cruel. Surely the Noblewights would not be so cruel.

I broke the seal with numb fingers and opened the weather-stained paper. Short and to the point.

Another conscription. This time, for me. Not for possible war, but for the healing program. A directive to report to the capital and try my hand at curing the Noblewights’ perpetually ailing son, sick these last twenty years. The only reason my magic had been legalized—because the royal family might benefit from it.

I couldn’t help it. Crumpling the letter in my hand, I screamed, frustration and anger pouring out of me like steam from a kettle. Tears blurred my vision. My throat constricted until I could force only the barest trickle of air through it.

From across the yard, Lissel asked, “Nym?”

Another voice questioned me, but I ignored her, too.

I stormed toward the back of the house, past the buzzing hives and soaking laundry, through the back door, away from the others’ game. Straight to the coals of the hearth, still warm from breakfast. I stooped over them, ready to cast the letter into the embers.

We had already lost our parents. Already scraped and pinched and prayed to get by these last eight years. I was the only mother the youngest remembered . . . and now the queen wanted me to leave too?

I fell to my knees, overwhelmed with sorrow, with rage. Dug my nails into my palms to control myself, to—

Someone tugged the letter from my hand. I looked up through wild curls to see Dan standing there, reading it. His expression remained cool, save for the twitching of his eye. He swallowed. “You, too, then?”

I shook my head. “Burn it.”

“You think they won’t know, if you don’t appear in court?” Dan asked quietly. I could not tell if he lowered his voice to keep from alerting the others or to prevent his own emotion from leaking into his words. “They’ll consider you a deserter, just like a soldier.”

I dropped my head. I knew it. Of course I knew it. The turmoil I might bring down upon this family if I did not report when summoned would ultimately outweigh the strain of my absence.

“It might be an adventure.”

I did not reply.

The front door opened and shut. I forced myself off the floor, feeling separated from my body. Lissel asked, “What’s this?”

I didn’t look back. But when she gasped, I knew Dan had handed her the letter.

“No!” she cried out, running to my side and embracing me, like she might chain me where I stood. “No, Nym! You can’t! What . . . what will we do? I can’t . . . I can’t do it by myself!”

Her tears soaked my sleeve. I stood as a statue, trembling, trying to rein myself in. Trying to be the mother again. Calm, confident, direct. You’ve survived worse, I reminded myself. This was only a drop in the bucket, in the grand scheme of things.

“The gods have a sense of humor,” Dan offered.

I thought of the long journey ahead of me, for we had no horse, no cart, no money for fare. The conscription stated I would not be reimbursed for the expense of traveling to the other side of the country—it was my duty to the crown and an honor to serve. An honor to serve where so many healers before me had failed.

Yet the thought bolstered me. I straightened. Lissel released me and wiped already swollen eyes. Sniffed. “Wh-What?” she asked.

Squaring my shoulders, I met her eyes, then Dan’s. “I’ll be gone a month at most,” I promised.

But Dan shook his head. “You can’t possibly know—”

“A month at most,” I assured him. “Time to travel there and back. I’ll fail just like all the others have.”

The question of whether or not I could heal Prince Renn Reshua Noblewight was moot.

I would fail, intentionally, and I would come home.

Then, maybe, our family would be just a little less broken.


Chapter 2

My youngest siblings cried as I left, despite my promises of a swift return. They cried, and it might have been an omen, but I was determined. I hugged them fiercely. Colt acted like he didn’t care, but his running nose gave him away. I kissed the top of his head when he refused an embrace. Leaned into Dan and asked him to remember what we’d spoken of: that he was the man of the house now, that he would need to work hours outside his apprenticeship to help supplement income. That he would need to talk Lissel down when her nerves got the better of her.

I kissed Lissel last. Held her as she sobbed into the collar of my dress. Pulled back and stared into her gray eyes that so matched mine and reminded her, “Only for a short while. Check the bees. Don’t forget market day. Do not accept any sales offers from anyone, even if you know them. Don’t entertain any men over the age of fourteen.” Lissel was kindhearted, more so than I ever could be, but it made her more susceptible to being taken advantage of. “I’ll be back soon.”

She nodded, tears flowing. Hugged me again tight enough to hurt, but I let her. In truth, we both needed it.

I started my journey on foot, carrying a single bag of provisions. We’d scraped enough together for a ship ride across the Canseren Sea, which would cut my travel time in half. The rest depended on my own two legs.

For nearly twenty years Queen Winvrin Noblewight had demanded healers’ aid, magical and otherwise, to repair her bedridden and ailing child, third in line to the throne. So desperate was she to have his health restored that, shortly after his birth, she’d lifted the centuries-long ban on craftlock healers. Other craftlock—mindreading and soulbinding—was still punishable by death, of course. Or I supposed it would be until the royal family determined they had a personal use for it.

I wondered if it would not be a mercy for all of us if she simply let her son die.

I knew it to be a cruel thought the moment it crossed my mind, but was it not fair to impart cruelty for cruelty?

We have survived worse, I told myself when I passed the city of Grot—the farthest I’d ever traveled from home. You’ve survived worse, I reminded myself several miles later, all while cursing the royal family and the god Hem, who oversaw them.

A traveling merchant family offered to share their fire with me, for I could not afford an inn on a beekeeper’s income, and healing only brought in so much. Despite its legalization, many still feared what I could do. Craftlock healing was just like any other healing—I could get it wrong and ultimately cause more harm than good, though the magic’s natural tendency was to heal. I’d never tried to use it for anything else.

The following day, I found someone willing to let me sit in the back of their wagon and take me as far as Stays, where I spent all my savings on a ticket to board a ship. It was a monstrous vessel with three masts and a dozen sails. I feared the wooden beast, for I’d never stepped foot on anything larger than a canoe all my life, but my sea legs proved a natural part of me, and I managed well. I noticed quickly that many of the ship’s occupants wore red-and-black military uniforms—soldiers, perhaps transferring. I searched among the faces for Brien, but my brother had journeyed north to report, not east. I asked one of the soldiers anyway. He did not know a Brien Tallowax, and seemed unsure why Sesta attacked our borders. He shrugged, obviously not wishing to engage in conversation.

I felt bad for him, for the amount of red on his uniform, covering his shoulders and slashing down his torso. Lower ranks wore more red than higher, making them easier targets for enemy soldiers. Just another way noblemen marked the rest of us as fodder.

An image of my parents peeked behind my eyelids, and I banished it.

As I walked farther onto the deck, calculating how I could possibly afford a meal after docking, I spied a man about twice my age bent over the bulwark, looking green and gaunt. Other passengers gave him a wide berth, two women whispering something about a rat plague to each other, but to my eyes, the fellow suffered only from the movements of the vessel. His companion offered him food and water, which the sick man declined. I noted they both wore simple green cinctures tied through the loops of their trousers. Green was the color for Evat, god of forests, agriculture, and fauna. Perhaps they were farmers. Both had the leather cords of wedding pendants peeking from beneath their collars.

I gauged the cut of their clothes: middle class. Likely not farmers. Horticulturists? Arborists? But it didn’t matter. Surely they could afford a few copper merits for relief, though if they were superstitious, they wouldn’t want my services at all. I determined to meet them in the middle with a discount.

“I can help, if you’d like. I’ll charge only a copper merit.”

The companion glanced up at me; the sick man was too busy worshipping Salm’s sea with his stomach acid to pay me any real notice. The setting sun cast orange light over the ship, making our shadows long. “The ship’s doctor says nothing can be done until we get to port.”

“I can heal him.”

He scrutinized me a moment before his brows lifted in understanding. Discomfort tightened his eyes. “I don’t think—”

The sick man lifted his hand and grabbed his companion’s sleeve. “Anything,” he begged, more to him than to me. “Please, I’ll pay it.”

Inwardly, I chided myself. I should have charged more.

Stepping forward, I placed a gentle hand on the man’s back and eased him from the railing and to the floor, so he was sitting up, while his friend pulled a copper merit from his wallet. I took the coin and squirreled it away, then touched my fingertips lightly to the underside of the stranger’s jaw. I always dowsed this way. I had to touch bare skin, and people rarely covered their underjaw with fabric or jewelry. That, and it helped me steady the ill and keep them from breaking contact with me before I had finished.

Relaxing my shoulders, I let my eyes unfocus and entered his lumis.

The lumis is a strange concept; every crafter of body magic—called healers—knew it well, but it proved difficult to explain to those who could not see it for themselves. Each person had a different lumis, which is essentially a wall-less space, metaphorically and yet not, occupied by something that represented their person, be it a painting, a puzzle, or something else entirely. That representation of them sported all the ailments of the body, and as a healer, I could enter this room and correct what was broken.

This man’s lumis was not complex; his was something like a brick wall, albeit with the bricks fashioned in different sizes, with slight variation in shape and color. I approached the wall, examining it closely, looking for imperfections. He was in good health; there were only faint death lines, nothing I could do horribly wrong. The seasickness proved easy to spot; his metaphorical mortar dribbled out from the center of the wall. I noticed a crack near the foundation as well, and through the magic sensed it was a bad knee of his. It reminded me of the stone wall around the south side of my house, where we used to raise sheep, but now kept beehives. My father had built the wall by hand, with me beside him, watching how he picked through a pile of stones to find those that might best fit together with as little mortar as possible, to make the wall strong.

Focusing first on the mortar, I pulled on the magic and willed it—I don’t know how else to describe it—to thicken, and with motions of my hands scraped it back where it belonged until it settled and dried. Then, turning to the crack, I summoned more magical mortar and caked it carefully in, smoothing it down until the wall stood in good repair.

All of this took me less than a minute. I “stepped” back into reality, the orange-cast image of the ship and the sea blinking into my eyes as I pulled my hands from the man’s face.

His color had returned, and he drew in a deep breath. “I’ve never . . . I’ve never had a healer before.” He laughed, ignoring the unease of his companion. “Thank you, miss.” Then, to his companion, “I could eat a horse.”

Nodding, I stepped away. Two women watched me, both wearing large violet-braided bracelets to denote devotion to Zia, the only goddess in the pantheon. All women wore her color—even I had, before age and labor had worn through my simply woven band. I’d never bothered replacing it. I avoided their stares, not wishing to know if my work invoked awe or fear, and not caring, besides. They could do nothing to me, not until the royal brat was one day cured and the Noblewights again determined my kind was, somehow, dangerous, and made the decree to slaughter us all.
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It took me ten days to reach Rove.

My nerves and temper were at their limit, filling me with a deep exhaustion no magic could heal. I admit, the landscape was breathtaking. I had pictured a looming fortress on the edge of some daunting cliff, daring outsiders to try to claim it, emphasized by gray storm clouds, lightning, and a malnourished wolf or three.

But Rove and the surrounding hillsides were beautiful. Green and blooming with the late spring, bursting with aspen forests and white-speckled dogwood. I would have loved to wander through the trees and explore the winding rivers, and had I been in the capital for any other reason, I would have. But Lissel and the others were waiting for me, so I set off for the city proper, masking how small and uneasy the hugeness of everything made me feel. Not only were the buildings wider and taller than anything in or near Fount, but the people. They crawled the cobbled streets like termites to a mound. Livestock and stray dogs weaved between them. Merchants with carts or tents crammed into alleyways and street corners, vying for the spaces closest to the gate, where vulnerable newcomers might spot them first and spend their merits before ever truly stepping foot into the pandemonium. Did Rove abound in healers as well? Yet there were so many people, surely I could make a few merits here after the Noblewights dismissed me. I dared let myself dream of taking a coach home.

Though I’d been sorely tempted to burn my draft letter, it granted me easy passage through the gate, the guard absently pointing the way up Castle Road, which, obviously, led to the castle. That was not to say the route was easy; the cobbled road was miles long, and almost entirely uphill. Men with handcarts offered to pull me up, one way, for three copper merits. I haggled them down to one, and the fee I claimed healing that man on the ship went into another stranger’s pocket as easily as that.

But I would not waste half a day trekking to the castle. My pride was not as unshakable as that.

More soldiers than I would have suspected marched the grounds, uniformed in black with meager red stripes over breast and shoulder; all I knew was that the less red, the more important the throne deemed them. Brien’s uniform would be bright scarlet, easily marking him a target. My stomach turned. Fortunately, none of them paid attention to me or my escort as we passed; my business was entirely separate from theirs.

While there were no sheer cliffs or thunderstorms, Rove Castle was foreboding. It was the largest fortress in Cansere, and it grew with every block the handcart pulled me, until the turrets seemed to grow eyes and stare down at me, leaning over to determine my worthiness. I didn’t worry about the answer. One need not concern themselves with a test they plan to fail.

I approached the castle gardens. Guards there watched me until I reached a certain unmarked spot, at which point they advanced with spears ready in their hands, though the tips aimed skyward. I was a woman without notable stature or weapons; I was hardly intimidating, though their armed nearness made my chest tight. I ignored it.

“Business?” one asked, sounding bored.

I said nothing, only presented the draft letter. Neither of them took it from my hands or commented on its poor, crumpled condition. They did appear to recognize it, albeit with unimpressed expressions. The lack of esteem didn’t bother me; there had been twenty years of healers coming, failing, leaving. I was nothing special.

The other asked, “Papers?”

I pulled my identification papers from the bottom of my bag and held them out in my other hand. They checked to ensure my name matched, then the one on the right escorted me into the bailey, walking two paces ahead of me. He took me into the keep, the old stone walls blocking out the sun and sending gooseflesh running up my arms and legs. I clenched my teeth against the cold and followed him up a narrow, winding set of stairs, down a hallway, and up a wider, straighter set of stairs to an anteroom of sorts, where he had me sit.

To my surprise, one other healer already occupied the space; he’d placed his draft letter atop his pack, which sat on the bench beside him. He looked to be about forty, with a dark beard and kind eyes, and when he glanced at me, I looked away and chose a chair as far from him as possible. The guard departed, and the other healer made no move toward me, nor any attempt at conversation. I thought it unfair of me to be grateful for it, but I did not like being alone in closed spaces with strange men. Had the guard stayed, I might have offered a greeting. As it stood, the silence thickened between us.

I waited nearly an hour before a servant in black-and-red livery—the colors of the Noblewights—entered through the opposite door. “Denwick Pastorson,” he read from a scroll, and the other healer stood, taking his bag with him, and exited the room.

Once he was gone, I stretched my legs, pacing the short length of the chamber, suddenly nervous. I did not associate with the aristocracy; even the lord local to Fount had never called upon my services. I did not know what to expect other than what I had heard in the stories merchants related as they passed through my hometown: Healers and doctors alike came to the castle, failed to heal Grejor’s second son and third heir, and returned home. When the draft started, physicians had come in droves. Now, only trickles. The queen had nearly run out of land from which to seize healers, and soon she’d have to accept her blood-son as he was. I supposed she made all the effort because she loved him; Grejor’s heir, as well as the princess, were from his first wife. However much I hated my situation, I could not deny a mother’s love for her child was powerful.

Needing to busy myself, my hands strayed to my hair, which was terribly snarled from travel. I had my father’s dark locks but my mother’s barely tamable curls, and though my hair fell just past my hips, the weight of it did little to loosen its tight curls. I finger-combed through the knots as I paced, wondering if I would receive some sort of demerit for my appearance, for I wore only simple clothing dusty from travel. Suddenly self-conscious, I smoothed my wild curls as best I could and braided them to hide their unkemptness. I had only just tied off the braid when the servant and Denwick returned. The servant—a footman, I presumed—wore a blank expression, but Denwick appeared disappointed. He tipped his head toward me before passing back the way I had arrived.

Though I was the only person in the chamber, the footman read from the same scroll, “Nym Tallowax.”

I stepped forward, and he led me past the door.

The hallway beyond was narrow but carpeted and hung with draperies, unlike the one I’d seen previously. A few busts and urns lined the way, and once we turned, old paintings in gilded frames watched us pass. I glanced at them, recognizing no one, holding the straps of my bag, fearful I might turn and knock something over, then be demanded to make recompense.

The footman took me to a set of ornately carved double doors, then held out his hand for me. I stared at his palm, confused.

“Your letter,” he explained.

I pulled free the draft letter and set it in his hand. He opened it, then pushed open the left door and read aloud, “Nym Tallowax of Fount, to see Her Majesty Winvrin Noblewight on behalf of Renn Reshua Noblewight.”

He gestured to me, and I stepped past him.

The room beyond was the most lavish yet, full of splendor and far more extravagant than was necessary, which didn’t surprise me. It seemed a salon or parlor of sorts, about the size of my entire house were the rooms to be laid out adjacent to one another, which was to say a large space for someone in Fount, but not overly large for the castle as a whole. Red drapes covered much of the cold stonework, and the floor was entirely carpeted in cream; wear from passing feet could be seen closer to the door. Several pieces of furniture formed a U across the room, including a hard-backed chair from which stood an older woman in modest purple silk, her graying hair pinned immaculately from her face, expression blank save for the slight sour turn of her mouth. Her gaze was shrewd, her shoulders painfully square. Her dress had a rhombus-shaped cutout between her breasts, just large enough to display a bright-yellow diamond wedding pendant hanging there—by far the most expensive pendant I’d ever seen. A white cincture made of lace encircled her waist—white for Hem, god of kings. I’d never seen a woman wear white for her god allegiance. The delicate tiara atop her head denoted her as Queen Winvrin Noblewight, the woman who had started the draft program for healers, who had made one-third of craftlock legal. Which meant the man lying on the asymmetrical couch just behind her was the youngest son of King Grejor, Renn Reshua Noblewight, the sickly prince.

He did not look at me, but rather away, through the walls as though there were some window holding his gaze. I knew he was twenty—four years my junior—from word of mouth, but I would have guessed him the same. He was slender, dressed in the red and black of his family, though a blanket covered him from the navel down, masking what rumor claimed were profoundly malformed legs, crippled from a fall down the hard stone steps of this very castle when he was ten. The paleness of his skin whispered he did not get much sunlight, though his hair, thick and trimmed around his face and falling down the back of his neck, was bright enough to rival it, gold as the gilded frames hanging on the wall behind him.

I stayed where I was. While I had no love for the royal family, neither did I wish to cross them, and however much I hated to admit it, my heart palpitated at the sight of them, like they were storybook characters made flesh. My palms grew clammy.

This proved to be the correct thing to do, because after the queen eyed me head to toe, her assessment quiet and condescending, she said, “You may approach. Dowse his lumis and tell me what you see. Heal him.”

The words sounded rote, and I wondered how many times she’d repeated them since starting the draft. She seemed weary. They both did, which made three of us.

I approached carefully, cautiously, taking my bag off my shoulders and setting it beside the single low table in the space. Only when I’d nearly reached him did Prince Renn look my way, and I hesitated a moment, struck by the utter blueness of his eyes. Blue as sapphire, as the deepest point of the sky, as the heart of a frozen lake.

While his expression was schooled into that of boredom, the tightness around his eyes whispered that he did not want to be here any more than I did. I wondered if he argued with his mother over the fact, or if she noticed at all. There was a rattle in his chest, a sunkenness about his eyes.

The prince began coughing. He lifted a hand from beneath his blanket, clutching a bloodstained handkerchief, and covered his mouth, further staining the fabric. The cough sounded wet and painful, and despite my hatred for the draft and this place, sympathy softened my heart. I could not imagine living life, day after day, in such a helpless state, surrounded by cold stone walls and patronized by family and servants alike.

He did not sit up, and I knew he could not stand, so I knelt before the sofa. Determined to be polite, I said, “Your Highness,” by way of asking permission.

His vivid cerulean gaze shifted away from me once more, and the slightest nod tilted his chin.

I reached forward and touched him just as I had the man on the ship, right under his jawbone, four fingertips on either side. Letting my body relax, I unfocused my eyes and shifted into the ethereal space of his lumis. I expected something unremarkable—while the royal family could throw gold on the walls and gems at their feet, there was no hierarchy to lumie.

It took all my willpower not to gasp aloud at what I saw.

Broken, all of it. Piles and piles of shattered glass—that was the best I could come to describing it. As though some great gaffer had spent a lifetime constructing a marvelous chandelier, only to have the chain give out at hanging, sending the entire masterpiece crashing to the floor.

I stared at it, mouth agape. I . . . I did not understand how this man was alive.

I had never seen anything like it, and I had dowsed into mortally wounded men and ill women three breaths away from their last. I had not sensed death about him, and death’s shadow did not darken the indeterminate edges of his lumis. Even his death lines were faint and not nearly as numerous as they should be, given his condition. I knew now, with perfect clarity, why doctor after doctor, and healer after healer, had failed to make well the second prince of Cansere. He was not curable. And yet . . . there was something distinctly other happening here.

Mesmerized by the mess, I slowly stepped around it, seeing it from all angles, the fragile bits of blue, red, green, orange . . . thinking that surely it was not so bad as that, but the more I looked, the more hopeless it became. There would be pieces of him so shattered they’d be fine as dust. Thousands, even millions of shards . . . how could one person ever hope to glue them back together?

I pity you, Prince, I thought, days of anger dissipating like steam off a kettle. Were you well, you would surely have the most beautiful lumis I’ve ever beheld, but that is a destiny the gods did not intend for you to have.

I noticed a fractured bauble near the edge of the debris and knelt beside it, picking it up carefully in my hands, turning it this way and that, examining the fissures across its navy face. Like a glass fruit a large dog had taken a bite from. I’d intended to claim I could not heal him so I could go home, but such had turned out to be absolute truth.

Still, the little bauble, almost like a glass window ornament, reminded me of ones my mother used to make with us. We could hardly afford glass, so we’d blow up sheep bladders and carefully tie threads dipped in honey water around them. When the threads dried, we deflated and removed the bladders, then painted the threads. Always with homemade paint, made from foraged plants, because someone was always sneaking a lick or two. On occasion, one of the ornaments would drop from its place, usually due to young, clumsy hands. We would repair them by rewetting the threads and hanging the ornament from the opposite side of the break, allowing it to redry.

I turned the glasslike bauble in my hands so its sharp mouth faced downward. Searched the rubble around it and found one piece of matching glass, about the size of my thumb, but it did not line up with any of the broken edges. So I held it toward the center of the hole and imagined threads sticky with honey, conjuring them from magic, weaving them over the break like a spiderweb, securing the missing piece in the center of it. Felt, distantly, the familiar pulse of added magic that wasn’t mine. It was such a dainty repair, insignificant, but I felt so sorry for the man that I thought I might as well try something to make him feel better, even if only for a minute or two.

Standing, I looked over the mess once more, shook my head, and lifted myself from the lumis.

The parlor returned to me, stone and drapery, and I pulled my hands away from the prince’s jaw. Stood and bowed. “I’m sorry,” I offered the queen. “I’ve never seen such a shattered lumis before. I fear I can’t help him.”

The queen resisted a frown, wholly unsurprised. “You may go.”

I stifled the cool rain of relief, not wanting it to show on my face and offend the monarch. I bowed once more and started for the door, stopping a pace away when the prince gasped. I spun around, my heart dropping. Had I hurt him? If I had, they might not let me leave—

“My foot,” he whispered, hand clenching the back of the sofa, the bloody kerchief still woven through his fingers. His chest rattled like a cat purring. “Mother, my foot.”

The queen lifted the edge of the blanket. The prince wiggled his big toe. He didn’t wear shoes.

Stiffly, the queen stepped away, hand flying to her mouth.

I reached for the door.

“Stop!” she shouted, freezing me in place. “Stop at once. You will not leave this room, by order of the crown!”

I pulled my hand away as the footman from before opened the door, nearly running it into me, likely alarmed by the queen’s yelling. I dropped my head, my thick braid falling over my shoulder. “I-I’m so sorry, Your Majesty. I thought only to try—”

“What is her name?”

I raised my head to answer, but the footman announced, “Nym Tallowax of Fount, Your Majesty.”

The queen’s gaze shifted to me. I felt the prince’s sapphire stare as well. “You thought only to try?”

Fear, cold and slick, wound down my spine. “I-I’m an experienced healer, ma’am . . . Your Majesty. I saw a small thing I could heal . . . he seemed so miserable . . .”

The prince’s gaze shifted away.

“Miss Tallowax.” Queen Winvrin seemed eight feet tall, and I readied myself for the awful blow, some punishment for my intervention, some scolding for the attempt. Saw in my darkest thoughts news of my demise reaching my siblings, cementing their fate. “You have done more for my son than any healer these past twenty years.”

Air filled my chest, but my lungs seemed unsure what to do with it.

The queen tipped her head to the footman before pursing her mouth once more. “You will remain at the castle, Miss Tallowax,” she announced with the weight of an executioner’s axe. “I am appointing you as my son’s exclusive healer.”


Chapter 3

I stood in the narrow stone archway of my new room and stared, trying to connect my mind with my body, trying to understand what had transpired.

I would not be leaving.

The queen’s swift debriefing made that much clear, as did the castle attendant who’d led me here. Exclusive healer. I had foolishly made a single minor repair in the broken prince’s lumis, and in return, he had made me his prisoner. Or his mother had. He’d yet to speak a word to—or about—me.

The attendant turned, heading down the skinny hall bare of carpet, décor, and sconce alike.

“Wait.” I numbly turned from the tiny room, cold yet overlit with sunlight due to the hour. “I cannot. My family needs me. In Fount. I’ve seven siblings and no parents. My brother has been conscripted, and I—”

“I can do nothing for you.” The attendant’s eyes glanced over me, dull and uncaring. “Her Majesty has directed it. You’d best settle in. Another will be by shortly to escort you to the prince’s chambers.”

And with that he left me, gaping and choking and wishing to pull my mother’s knife from my meager pack and launch it into his back.

Swallowing against a tight throat, I turned back toward the room. Hesitated to step into it, as though doing so would solidify my presence here, forbidding me from waking up from this nightmare. But I squared my shoulders and stepped inside.

There was nothing but a narrow bed that looked older than the castle itself.

Were I to lie down on the floor, my head against the far wall with its solitary window, I would have perhaps a foot of space between my heels and the door. I could not lie down fully widthwise. There was no table, no chest, no wardrobe or trunk for my meager, travel-worn things. I set my bag on the bed and stared out the window, shielding my eyes from the sun, looking down into the aspen forest. Its beauty did not captivate me now.

You will survive this, I told myself. You’ve survived worse.

Just a little while longer, and then I would go home. Surely.

The footman from before—the one who’d introduced me to the queen and prince—arrived at my door not five minutes later, denying me even a quarter hour to mourn. Before he spoke, I said, “At the very least, give me pen and parchment. I need to write to my sister. She is expecting my return and will not understand I’ve been delayed.”

The footman raised an eyebrow. “What you have is before you, Miss Tallowax. The royal family cannot allocate their resources for sentiment.”

“Allocate their resources?” I repeated, barely keeping the disbelief from my voice. “They’ve ordered me from my home and subjugated me to work for their ailing son. What trouble could a single page of parchment and a quill cause?” I shook my head, searching the narrow walls. “Take it from my wages, then.”

The footman frowned. “You are a conscripted healer, Miss Tallowax.”

It took a beat for me to understand him. My muscles turned to honey. “I won’t be paid?”

He said nothing.

The room began to spin. I rooted my heels into the stone floor, unwilling to let him see how hard the blow hit. “Am I to be given attire?”

“Livery is not required,” the footman answered. “If you will come with me.”

So they would not clothe me, either. I was aware my simple country garb did not fit in with Rovian fashion, but if I were being ordered into service, the least I would expect was the decency to blend in. “Am I to be fed?” I countered.

The footman snorted. “Do not be obtuse. Come, or I will have to send someone to fetch you more bodily.” He set off down the hallway and I, hands balled into tight fists at my sides, followed him. I tried to memorize the passages through my anger, for this castle proved a maze to me. When we arrived in a much larger corridor, this one with foreign rugs and plenty of sconces, I was not sure I could make my way back to my room without help.

The footman knocked, waited, then cracked open the door. “The healer Nym Tallowax for His Highness Prince Renn.” He hesitated a moment before pushing the door open, allowing me to enter.

The room within was more of a suite: rooms, one larger salon carpeted red, with plush and polished furniture, two fireplaces, and windows on the far wall. Not only did these windows have thick glass panes, but they had iron bars crossing over them—a stark contrast to my own. Three other rooms branched off from it, the doors to all of which were closed. A guard wearing a blue cincture stood just inside the entrance, another on the right side of the salon wearing yellow. Random stacks of books occupied nearly every flat surface. Prince Renn was again draped on a wide sofa, though his blanket had been taken away, allowing me to see the crookedness of his legs. Were I not brimming with rage at the injustice of the situation, I might have gawked, for I had never seen legs so broken and yet still, somehow, whole. His person was more gaunt than I had realized, his clothing fitted too well, revealing his thinness. He did not look at me, but rather out a window, ignoring my presence and the sacrifice being ripped from my person without my consent.

It was exactly how I expected nobility to act: uncaring toward the effects their actions had on their lessers. Unwilling to compensate for what they could just as easily take, as it had been with my parents.

Fifteen pieces of silver. That had been the pittance for their stolen lives.

The queen perched stiff-spined on a chair beside the prince, an ever-watchful hawk. I approached her first.

“I need to send word back to Fount,” I pleaded.

Her nose wrinkled as her eyebrows drew together. “You will not speak to me so casually, Miss Tallowax. You are here to heal my son.”

“He is unhealable.”

The prince didn’t even flinch.

The queen pursed her lips; it seemed a favorite expression of hers. “You have already done so. And if you refuse, there will be dire consequences, both for you and for Fount. Am I clear?”

I held back the urge to scream, and the anger of it pushed tears into my eyes. I did not answer, only turned to the prince. Sat on the edge of his sofa.

“You will not occupy his space so boldly,” the queen snapped.

I turned toward her. “Then how would you like me to heal him, Your Majesty?” I knew the bitterness in my tone could only get me into trouble, but I could not reel it back. I wanted to tear apart the draperies and dig my nails into the wallpaper.

To one of the guards, the queen said, “Fetch her a stool.” The closest of the burly men, the paler, crosser-looking one with the blue cincture, dipped into an attached room and returned with a wooden three-legged stool, still of finer make than any piece of furniture I had ever owned. He set it beside the prince.

The thought of digging my nails into the prince instead of the wallpaper crossed my mind, until he glanced at me. Only briefly, like he did not wish to truly look at me, which would have offended me had there not been a glimmer of hope in his eyes, so quick and subtle I would not have seen it were I not so close. Guarded, like he dared not give in to it. Like he dared not let his mother or his guards see.

It cooled my rage to embers. Hot embers, but embers all the same. Steadying myself with a breath, I took in his bloodshot eyes and pale lips, sat down, and touched him gently, dowsing back into his lumis, staring at the broken shards of his being with a renewed helplessness.

“Perhaps if you—”

“Hush,” I said beneath my breath. Let me think.

I would never be able to cure him. Somehow the mess looked worse than it had before, like a six-horse carriage had ridden through in my absence. He was so terribly sick; I wondered if he wore cosmetics or had other high-living assistance to keep him from looking like a corpse. Crouching, I started carefully picking through the mess, trying to learn it, trying to find a pattern of some sort. Were this real glass, I’d have sliced my fingers to ribbons. But it was not. None of this was real, including me. Not in tangible existence. This was self and the portrayal of self through the lens of magic. And, though the lumis occupied the whole of my vision, I swore I could feel the queen’s eyes boring into my back.

She, too, perhaps, was afraid to hope.

I hesitated to start sorting pieces by color, avoiding death lines. I assumed that like went with like; perhaps Prince Renn’s completed lumis morphed in color, like a soap film or dye pit. Not only that, but there were multiple shades of various colors—not just green, but emerald, chartreuse, seafoam. Not just violet, but plum, mauve, and puce. I felt overwhelmed by it all, so much so that for a moment I leaned back on my heels, staring, whispering, Ursa, what would you do?

She did not answer.

Finding it pointless to waste my energy just sitting there and fearing the queen’s wrath should I emerge from dowsing with nothing accomplished, I rolled up my metaphorical sleeves and started sorting through the mess, careful with everything I touched. I examined each piece closely, pieces as large as my head and others as small as half my pinky nail. After an hour, I found two pieces that appeared to go together, so I aligned their chipped sides and willed them to be one. The magic accepted it, giving me a new piece the length of my thumb.

I worked until my arms began to feel heavy, my head achy, my back stiff. I’d picked out a few larger baubles and convinced them to hang in the air so I might better look at them, but found no pieces to fit within them. I mended them, temporarily, with the same string trick I’d used before, and then grew so weary I snapped from dowsing almost against my will.

I shivered, the salon coming to me, dimmer than it had been. A sconce and several candles had been lit; pink sunset crossed one of the windows, streaking the bars’ shadows across the room. I blinked dry eyes, my throat burning with thirst, my stomach growling loudly. I’d never dowsed so long in my life.

The queen, who appeared to have been pacing behind me, rushed forward, ignoring me and addressing her son. “How are you, my dear? How do you feel?”

Prince Renn, who had a book in his hand—I almost pardoned myself for boring him—shifted on the sofa. “Much the same, I’m afraid,” he said, then coughed so violently he startled me from the stool. Blood spattered over his pants before he could get a handkerchief over his lips.

“Water, now,” the queen demanded, and one of the guards filled a cup from a tin pitcher and brought it over. The queen retrieved her own clean handkerchief and dipped it in the water, dabbing at the prince’s forehead and temples.

“But,” he managed once he’d settled and wiped his mouth, “perhaps not as terrible as I could be.”

I waited for the queen to look at me before speaking. “His lumis is very broken, Your Majesty. There is a lot for me to sort through. I did what I could given the constraints.” I wavered on my feet; the magic had taken its toll on me.

Perhaps she would have reprimanded me, had twenty years of healers not confirmed to her what a mess her son was before my arrival. “Then you will return at dawn. Dawn until dusk, until the work is complete.”

My bones threatened to buckle. “Your Majesty, I—”

“Escort her to her room,” she said to the guard who’d fetched the water, the darker one with the yellow cincture.

I rubbed my eyes. “If I can talk to the castle doctors, perhaps I could understand more of what ails him.”

Prince Renn sniffed. “I’ve read everything he has; he won’t be helpful.”

But the queen considered this a moment, then nodded to the guard. He led the way from the chambers, then took me down a set of stairs. The infirmary was surprisingly close.

“Has it always been in this tower?” I asked, half expecting the guard to ignore me.

“They moved it thirteen years ago,” the guard responded, stopping at a door and taking up a post right beside it. “To be closer to the prince. The lead physician is Wald Whitestone.”

Thank goodness someone in this gods-forsaken fortress spoke to me like a normal human being. “Thank you.” I stifled a yawn and stepped inside.

There was only one doctor present in the chamber, a middle-aged man with both a balding crown and a sharp widow’s peak. A waste bin sat near the door, full of bloodied bandages and other rubbish. Three of the four beds were unoccupied; the last had a bronze-skinned young woman upon it holding a wet rag over her eye. She wore servants’ livery and glanced up with one good brown eye as I entered.

“Hello.” I approached the doctor. His livery was not quite like the other servants’; his shirt was white linen, his slacks the same gray as the servants’. Instead of a cincture around his waist, he wore a red silk ribbon around his right arm. Red for Alm, the god of music, culture, and healing. Had I not feared social retribution, I might have worn red, instead of Zia’s discarded violet.

“Physician Whitestone?” I asked, and he looked at me, scrutinizing me much as the queen first had. “My name is Nym Tallowax—”

“The healer from Fount,” he said for me, turning to a mortar and pestle on a nearby table. “What do you want?”

I tried to mask my fatigue. “I wanted to inquire what you know of Prince Renn and his health. His symptoms and how they’ve morphed, even who he is, fundamentally, as a person. It may help me understand his lumis better.”

The physician frowned, ground up something red in the mortar, and side-eyed me. “If I understood it, I would have healed him myself, not stood by while riffraff from all over the continent scurried in and put their hands on him.”

My lips parted. “I would not call—”

“I have nothing for you, Miss Tallowax,” he said over me. “And you have nothing for me. You are not a real doctor. You are not trained in medicine.”

I ground my molars. “I am a healer—”

“Am I mistaken?” he again interrupted.

I was too tired not to glower. “No, I know only traditional herbalism. I have not studied because the magic does not require me to. If I were presented—”

“Whatever I could share with you would be beyond your understanding, then.” He sniffed. “Use your magic, Nym. I pray to the gods it works, and yet I will not be surprised when it doesn’t. But note this; I am not your comrade.”

He turned his back to me, so he did not see the crude gesture I flashed him as I left. The moment I stepped into the darkening hallway, the guard began leading me back to my room.

“Is he always so charming?” I asked.

“Don’t know,” the man answered. “I never talk to him.”

He led me to my room without further conversation. Cool air floated in from the stone-framed window. I sat stiffly on the bed, the mattress sinking, and lay down, boring holes in the ceiling with my eyes.

I fell asleep quickly, and dreamed only of an endless field littered with broken glass.
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A new guard woke me at dawn the next day, so close to its crack the light had yet to reach my window. I startled awake, not only because I had been sleeping deeply, but because I was alone in a dark room with a strange man—

Guard. Employee. You’re safe.

“You are to attend His Highness. Queen’s orders.” He handed me a wooden bowl of porridge. If he had noticed the flash of terror, he did not comment on it. “Straightaway.”

Straightaway, indeed—I had to eat the porridge while walking to the prince’s suite. It was still warm, at least, though overstirred and gluey. Still, I was ravenous, and I finished the entire helping before arriving at the door.

The guard let me inside. The prince was not there.

I hesitated. “Is he not even awake yet? Why bring me here if he’s sleeping?”

“Queen’s orders,” the man repeated.

“And does the king also have any paradoxical demands of me?” I asked.

He ignored the comment and walked to the far right door. He wore his hair closely cropped, had umber skin with deep gold undertones, and had the shoulders of an ox. I categorized him by the cincture he wore—yellow—I wondered if he slept as little as I did. “The prince sleeps late often, due to his health. You are to dowse while he’s abed.”

A shiver zinged up my spine. “That seems intrusive.”

The guard offered me a single-shouldered shrug and opened the door. No light illuminated the space, save for a sliver coming through curtains not quite fully drawn. Prince Renn lay across an enormous bed in a room that made my own look like the lodgings of a cockroach. Thanks to another pile of ill-treated books, he slept close to one side, so I wouldn’t have to crawl onto the mattress to reach him, and then surely be berated by his mother for doing so.

The soft rattling of his breath, like there were wood chips in his lungs, filled the chamber.

There was a chair, thankfully. It looked much more comfortable than the stool. I dragged it over, causing the prince to stir, and set it by the edge of the bed. I rubbed sleep from my eyes before placing one hand on the back of his and letting myself relax into his lumis.

Just as I had left it, though the floating bits had fallen.

I worked until my back hurt—a couple of hours. Then I returned to reality and leaned back, stretching the aching muscles.

“May I leave my room, now?” the prince asked, a frown curving his lips. He seemed rather annoyed that I had kept him. Someone had opened the curtains, letting morning light into the room. The furnishings were simple, mostly a variety of chairs and a few bookshelves.

“Did not mean to keep you, Your Highness,” I offered, fighting to sound polite.

His vivid eyes shifted from me to the door. The guard must have been listening in, for he entered straightaway—the same who’d escorted me to Physician Whitestone last night. As he approached the bed, the prince said, “Privacy, please.”

I gratefully rose from my chair and exited to the salon, walking its perimeter and stretching. It felt strange to do so with the eyes of another guard watching me, but I ignored him.

After a quarter hour, the guard carried Prince Renn out of the room—now fully dressed—and moved toward the wide sofa. He wore simple clothing, black and red, with a wide white cincture around his hips. He looked like a doll in the man’s arms. The prince winced as the guard set him down; it must have been painful for him to be carried that way.

He coughed, reaching for a handkerchief—there was a pile of them on the sofa next to him. The same guard offered him water, which he took. A third entered then with a breakfast tray.

“Should I wait?” I asked.

The guard from last night said, “If you can do your work while he eats, then I advise you to do so.”

I held back a sigh. “What is your name?”

He regarded me for three beats of my heart. “Sten.”

“Thank you, Sten.” I waited for the prince to situate himself with his food tray before coming around the couch and gently touching the sides of his neck. He tensed under my fingers, enjoying this about as much as I did, but if I could not go home until the shambles of his lumis was repaired, then we both had to suffer.

I only took a break twice, once to eat what was left on the prince’s breakfast tray and once to relieve myself. The queen had returned by then and seemed put out that my body must perform its natural functions. When the prince had to do the same, Sten or another guard carried him into one of the other chambers so he could do so. The prince seemed stiffer than usual each time he returned.

I worked until dusk and was escorted back to my chambers, only to be awoken the next day to repeat the exercise. Again I started with Renn abed, and then we moved to the sofa. After four days, I managed to piece together the majority of two baubles, and when I rose from Prince Renn’s lumis, he let out a small gasp. His mother, ever watching, approached and asked, “What is it?”

“My ankle.” He looked wondrously at me for half a second before focusing on the queen. “It . . . it doesn’t hurt anymore.”

I wondered how much pain, how many symptoms, he bore that could not be discerned with the eyes.

For the first time since I’d met her, I witnessed the queen smile. “Miraculous. Miraculous. Healer, you must continue.”

Something about her excitement made me uneasy. “It’s nearly dusk, Your Majesty. I was hoping to eat and go to bed.” I had not had lunch that day.

But she shook her head. “Not when there is so much progress. Again, healer.”

Nearly on the fringe of weeping, I dowsed into Prince Renn for another hour. It helped that he said it affected his ankle; I was starting to learn what pieces of him were the ailments of his legs, and what must have been the underlying sickness consistently weakening him. It gave me direction, but however much the queen wanted me to work, the magic exhausted me until my joints could not move, even under her edict. I dowsed until the magic would not obey me anymore, and then the queen sent me to my room with another guard.

I shut the door behind me, grateful for my privacy, and slumped onto my bed, eyes closed, a headache pounding behind them. “They will kill me, Ursa,” I whispered. “They will work me until I’m dead.”

“No, they won’t,” she responded. “Take heart, Nym. They need you. Do not forget it.”


Chapter 4

On the morning marking a full week in Rove Castle, a servant in gray-and-red livery instead of an armored guard came to my door with my breakfast. My body had gotten used to the early risings; I was already awake when she arrived, tying up one of two worn dresses I’d brought with me. This was the slightly cleaner of the two. I’d rebraided my hair from my crown, masking its need to be washed. I, too, needed a bath.

“I know you,” I said as she entered. “You were with the physician.”

She nodded, touching the eyepatch over her left eye. A simple violet braid encircled her wrist. “I was. Here.” She held out the porridge to me. The same porridge, every morning, but it was food, so I didn’t complain.

Standing, I took the bowl from her. “Whatever he says about me, I won’t hurt you.”

A small smile lifted her mouth. “I know. That is . . . some of the others, they say craftlock is a curse, but . . .” She hesitated, fingering the eyepatch.

Setting the bowl on my bed, I asked, “Do you want me to heal it for you?”

She bit her lip. “Yes, but I can come back tonight. I can’t keep the prince waiting—”

I motioned her forward. “It won’t take long. Most lumie aren’t complex.” Gods knew I needed as many allies as I could get in this place.

“Lumie?”

Her question gave me pause before I remembered that with the vast limitations on craftlock, she wouldn’t be familiar with all the terms. “Plural. More than one.”

She nodded, trembled, and took a step forward, and I touched her jaw and dowsed into her lumis. Hers was a scale—a large scale with five different plates, all weighted down with an assortment of items, from blocks to stuffed animals to spoons, of all things. Only subtle death lines; I’d have to go out of my way to kill her. I found the issue with her eye immediately; the scale was off, the third plate too high. I took about ten seconds to test the weight of the various materials in the scale beside it before transferring one, and the plates balanced.

Back in reality, the woman blinked at me, then removed her eyepatch. Her eye was whole again, white and clear.

She grinned. “Thank you.”

I tipped my head in acknowledgment, grabbed my breakfast, and started down the hallway. I knew the way now, and being a grown woman, was happy not to take the escort.

“I’m Lonnie, by the way,” she called before I got far. “Lonnie Swiftmore.”

I paused. Smiled. “Nym Tallowax.”

“I know.”

“How long have you been at the castle?”

She considered a moment. “Since I was fourteen. About six years. Why?”

“Do you ever work with the soldiers stationed here? Would you know any by name?” Brien had been called north, not east, when his conscription came. Still, if I could find one familiar face here, I could bear it a little better.

She chewed on the inside of her cheek. “Only a few . . .”

“Would you ask,” I pressed, while I had an advantage, “and see if there’s a Brien Tallowax in the barracks? He’s about six feet tall, broad-shouldered. Curly brown hair. Gray eyes like mine.”

She chewed again. “I can . . . try.”

“I would appreciate it, thank you.”

She turned to go.

“One more thing, Lonnie. Do you know where I could procure a pitcher and basin?”

She fidgeted, perhaps regretting seeking me out. “I . . . I don’t know. I work in the kitchen, but I can’t bring you one. I could ask—”

“That would be wonderful, thank you.” I did not miss that the request made her uncomfortable, but I couldn’t be stowed away in my room like a dog in its kennel every night, and it seemed fair payment for my services. My neck and back were still sore from the previous days’ work. I just wanted to go home.

I set my empty porridge bowl outside the prince’s suite, happy to see Sten at the door. He led me into the prince’s bedchamber. By the time I dragged a chair over, Prince Renn was awake.

I sat. “Does this not bore you?”

He blinked those brilliant eyes at me. “Pardon?”

“Lying here, sitting there.” I gestured toward the salon, where the sofa lay waiting for him. “All day while I dowse. Does it not bore you?”

He frowned. “There is very little I can do, regardless.” He picked up a book with Aqueduct Theory written on the spine before adding, “You should not speak to me so freely.”

It took all my willpower to bite down a retort at that. I dedicate my every waking hour to healing you, and you tell me I speak too freely? Were I not so desperate for the work to be finished, I’d sit here and only pretend to dowse. Let him suffer another day.

I touched his wrist and slipped into his lumis. I’d only just gotten to work when I was suddenly wrenched away, a sensation like falling overwhelming me, and I found myself back on the chair, my fingers no longer in contact with the prince. He’d pulled his arm away.

Another reason to prefer dowsing through the head—this was less likely to happen.

However, before I could complain, I noticed a newcomer in the chamber. A tall, broad-shouldered man, with dark hair framing his face. He wore training leathers with the Noblewight crest—a phoenix—and a black cape covering one shoulder. A thick white cincture for Hem slung low on his hips. He was remarkably handsome. He, too, had blue eyes, but while Prince Renn’s were bright as peacock feathers, this newcomer’s were cold, like the river at the bottom of a canyon, or the sea on a stormy day.

“Do you not,” he began, addressing the prince, “find it ironic to use disease to heal disease?”

I pieced together who the man was before he closed his mouth. The phoenix seal on his clothes, his bearing, the fact that he was allowed to stroll in here without the guards swarming him, and the way he spoke—his enunciation clear, his tone superior, his dialect that of a high-class Rovian. Highest class. I’d bet my dinner that this was Adrinn Noblewight, the eldest prince and heir to the throne.

I bristled at his comment.

Prince Renn shrugged. “I’d dance with a serpent at this point. It’s to appease Mother.”

I set my jaw, teeth clenched tightly. I hated being spoken about when I was a living, breathing human being sitting right here. Almost as much as I hated my sacrifices—however they were forced from me—being swept away so casually.

I needed to write to Lissel.

“Do not be unkind,” said a feminine voice behind Prince Adrinn. I could only see her shadow and the tip of her skirts. “Let’s wait for him to dress.”

Prince Adrinn scoffed. “I’ve better things to do than to wait for a convalescent to pull on his trousers.” He grinned a wolfish grin at the prince, his handsomeness fading away.

As he moved to leave, Prince Renn asked, “I assume you’re here about Lord Fineway.”

Prince Adrinn hesitated, his jaw working, like he hated being called out on it. Low and dark, he admitted, “Yes.”

Renn picked at a thread on his blanket. “Then I assume he refused a meeting.”

The brother scoffed. “He thinks too highly of himself.”

The woman behind him said, “The skirmishes have affected the trade routes to his territory. Do be kind.”

Prince Adrinn rolled his eyes.

Renn considered a moment. “Offer to arrange a marriage alliance between him and Lord Hardstead. His trade is still bountiful.”

Folding his arms, Prince Adrinn countered, “I’m to just throw a wedding at him? Do you know how long it will take to convince Hardstead to trade a son?”

Renn shrugged. “You don’t have to be successful, but it will be enough to get Fineway interested, and then you lay down the law.”

I did not know the people they spoke of, which meant they didn’t own land near Fount. But I found the exchange interesting. Manipulative, but interesting.

The older man contemplated, fingers drumming against his arm. Then, without farewell, he turned on his heel and left, forcing the woman behind him to step into my view to let him pass. She was porcelain and plain but well-kept, brown hair ironed straight and flowing down her back, a white cincture over a white dress, a circlet around her crown. Prince Adrinn was not engaged as far as I knew, so I assumed this to be Princess Eden.

She smiled kindly at her brother before dipping her head to excuse herself.

After a few seconds of silence, I stood and announced, “I’ll wait in the foyer,” and left.

As Sten helped the prince dress, I asked one of the other guards, “Can I use one of those parchments, there?” and gestured to a small desk in the corner, one Prince Renn certainly would be unable to sit at. “I need to write home to my family. To let them know why I’ve been detained.”

The man raised his eyebrows as though waiting for the punch line of a joke. When I offered none, he simply answered, “No.”

Frustration bubbled in my gut. “Then will you tell me where staff goes to send missives?”

He shrugged. “Most of the staff can’t write.”

“And those who can?”

He shrugged again.

I frowned, searching for another means of gaining information. “I don’t suppose you associate with the soldiers stationed here.”

He side-eyed me. “With what time might I do that, healer?”

I massaged a headache blooming in my forehead and walked the perimeter of the salon until the time came to dowse again. Sten carried the prince to his sofa, and I sat down and dowsed without further word, reorienting myself in his lumis.

The bones. I was going to focus on the bones. I could survive long enough to fix the bones.

So I did, day after day after day.
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Two weeks after my arrival in Rove, I finally understood the shattered pattern of Prince Renn’s legs—the pattern they would have had if not so completely torn apart. The pattern they would have had were I called in right after they’d broken, or if the rest of the prince’s lumis weren’t such a mess. I carefully knit and glued and balanced bits of blue baubles together, creating a sort of twisting, kaleidoscopic path from the lumis floor. I did not need to coax the pieces to hover midair; that seemed where they wanted to be. I not only had to test the fit of fragments, but puzzle out where in the air they wanted to be—how close to the ground, how far in from the edge of the mess. I dared not say anything as the bones took form, for fear I would return and see them fragmented again. That was another oddity with the prince; my administrations did not hold. At first I thought that due to personal error, but it seemed more and more likely the prince’s lumis was just as obstinate as he was. But while the pieces did deteriorate between dowsing sessions, they did not collapse quicker than I could rebuild them. Until, on day sixteen, I pulled myself out of Prince Renn’s lumis around lunchtime.

The queen was there again, watching me, her yellow diamond pendant glinting through the cutout of another refined dress, as though any of us might forget who her husband was.

I waited for the prince to look up from his book. “I think you should be able to stand.”

The book fell from his fingertips.

“Pardon?” The queen stood and rushed over to me. “Stand?”

I glanced at the prince. “His bones are precarious, and I imagine his legs will be, too, since he’s spent so much of his life abed. I wonder if some exercise won’t help strengthen the muscles, and then reflect in his lumis. Make it easier to work.”

“But you said stand,” Prince Renn reiterated. Hope flared in his eyes so brightly that, for a brief moment, they seemed to glow.

I nodded.

The prince gripped either side of the sofa and pushed, trying to get to his feet. I reached out to help him, but the queen shoved me away, causing me to nearly trip over my stool. She motioned, instead, for the guards to aid him, Sten on one side, and the obtuse and unhelpful one with the paper—Ard—on the other.

They lifted the prince like he was a nearly empty bag of flour. His blanket fell to his ankles; his legs were weak and thin, but they were straight. No one remarked on their straightness. No one thanked me for my work. I almost didn’t notice; I was just as invested in the prince’s health as any.

And, though he had to grip Sten’s arm to do so, he stood.

“Marvelous!” The queen’s eyes teared, and she pressed her fingers flat to her cheeks. “Oh, my boy! This is marvelous!”

And, for a moment, the gloomy royal suite took on a fleeting air of happiness.
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I could not have slept more than an hour before my bedroom door banged open. I started, the tendrils of a dream pulling on me, my eyes heavy. I shielded my eyes from torchlight, and the queen’s shrill voice pricked my ears.

“He can no longer stand.”

I blinked, taking in her and the two guards with her. Stifled a yawn. “Perhaps he should rest, seeing as how it’s the middle of the night.”

“Petulant girl,” she spat. She motioned, and one of the guards—one I’d not yet met—came in and hauled me from my bed, twisting my arm.

Heart lodged in my throat, I tried to pull away from him. “What are you doing?”

“Fix him,” the queen demanded.

“I can repair his lumis in the morning!” I shouted. “It’s still fragile—”

But my pleas, unsurprisingly, went unheard. The queen’s men half dragged me back to Renn’s suite, where he was on the sofa, wincing in pain, though he schooled his features upon our arrival. For a moment I saw a mix of shock and pity in his eyes as he recognized me, but that, too, he wiped from his features.

Maybe it was my utter weariness, but I found myself on the brink of crying. “This is inhuman,” I said, though it came out scarcely a whisper, the way my throat was closing. I met none of their eyes and dowsed into the prince’s lumis, forcing myself to focus, to stay awake. The pieces I’d placed were still mostly there; only a few had fallen, and I returned them to their designated spots easily enough. I pulled on that extra bit of magic, magic that wasn’t mine, for I had so little left to give. It took me a minute, maybe two.

Back in reality, I stood from my stool. “May I leave?”

Ignoring me, the queen gestured to the prince. “Help him stand.”

She spoke like he was a toddler taking his first steps, not a man of twenty.

The guards stationed in the suite did so, and he stood, assisted.

Yet this did not satisfy Winvrin Noblewight. “Why isn’t the healing holding?”

I shook my head. “I’ve yet to discover that, Your Majesty. I don’t think you understand just how horribly shattered he is.”

The back of her hand clapped against my cheek as she struck me. I was so tired, it took a moment for my mind to register it.

“Do not speak of my son that way,” she snapped. “You will fix him.” Then, to the men who’d brought me, “Take her back to her room.”

This time, I was happy to let them drag me.

Still, left in the dark of my tiny chamber, where I had not even a pitcher and basin to wash myself, where my cheek pulsed from the queen’s hand, the tears fell, pattering against my knees.

“It isn’t fair,” I whispered.

“No, it isn’t,” Ursa replied, and I could almost hear the disdain in her voice. “But you’ve done so much. The end must be in sight.”

“It isn’t.” I wiped my knuckles across my eyes. “And I spoke truth—none of our theories explain why the healing isn’t permanent. If I can’t get it to stick, I’ll never go back home.”

“Lissel is strong.”

“But how long will her strength last?” I asked. Mine is failing me, I didn’t say.

I fell onto my mattress, too tired to carry on the conversation. And yet, as though to further hurt me, sleep was a long time coming.

Sten had to shake me awake at dawn.
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When I arrived in the prince’s suite, he was already on his sofa, coughing violently not into a handkerchief, but into a bowl. His pallid skin sank around his eyes; the blood made his lips too red.

I waited for him to finish. The queen had not yet arrived to survey my work, which apparently was much more important to her than running a kingdom. I dowsed into Prince Renn’s lumis, touched up what I’d done the day before, and emerged again.

“You need to walk,” I said, clipped and angry.

He shook his head. “I can’t. I can barely stand.”

“Then stand until you can walk,” I retorted, uncaring if he scolded me for my forwardness. “You need to build up the muscles in your legs. I can’t do it all myself.”

The prince frowned. “I’m aware of how the human body works. Whitestone said you are not. You could be wrong.”

Whitestone. The name of the castle physician only stoked the fire burning in my gut. “And how much has Whitestone helped you thus far?”

The prince set his mouth into a hard line. Glanced at my face, perhaps thinking me ugly or common, or noting the bruise I’m sure the queen left there. I didn’t know; I had no mirror to check, and I hadn’t taken the time or energy to dowse it away.

“Fetch your doctors if they’re so important to you, then,” I quipped, “and walk.”
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He did call upon Physician Whitestone. He, along with every other doctor within the castle walls, piled into the suite, pushing me out of the way and putting their hands on the prince, checking his legs, his vitals, his everything, then carefully helping him to stand as he had the day before. None seemed to notice the immense discomfort on the prince’s face. I didn’t know if it stemmed from pain or from something else, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. I took my stool to the farthest corner and sat, leaning against the stone, trying not to doze off but occasionally failing. Whitestone had the prince standing, then sitting, then standing again, on repeat, when the queen arrived.

She mentioned nothing of the doctors’ work. Made no assumptions, chided not a single action. I occupied myself imagining her falling from a castle tower and breaking against the bailey below. And then, if she didn’t perish upon impact, refusing to heal more than was absolutely necessary for her to live, letting her ail for the rest of her life.

I looked at the prince, who had ailed, inside and out, all his life, and shame wound through my spine. I ignored it—I didn’t want to deserve the guilt. But it brewed there all the same.

They called on me twice, when the prince grew weak, to check his lumis. The first time, I replaced a few glasslike pieces. The second, everything was still in place. “He’s fine,” I announced. “He’s just tired. As humans tend to be.”

The next day, we repeated the sequence. I inspected the prince, then the doctors made him sit and stand, sit and stand. The day after, with much aid, Prince Renn took a step, and then another, and there was much rejoicing, even among the guards.

That evening, after the physicians left, I dowsed into him again, repairing what had broken, picking through some of the rest in hopes of discovering something new to heal, for all the activity had worsened the prince’s blood-laced coughs. When I came back to the present, Prince Renn asked, soft as goose down, “What do you see, when you’re in there?”

He didn’t meet my eyes.

“A lot of colors,” I answered. “Like a great chandelier has fallen and broken in every way. But a few pieces are together, now.”

He nodded once, jaw tight.

I regarded him a moment. “It is improving, Your Highness, albeit slowly.”

He didn’t answer.

I pushed my luck. “How long has it been? For your legs. I know the other ailments were since birth—”

“Not since birth.” His voice was quiet, low, tired. “But I was a babe. Not yet walking. As my mother describes it, my health changed overnight. The physicians have offered more and more absurd explanations over the years, but I believe none of them. The rest . . .” He glanced at his legs. “When I was ten, I fell down the stairs of the castle. North tower.”

So those rumors were true. Every set of stairs I’d seen in this castle was built of cold, hard stone. They could do a lot of damage. And while Whitestone was correct in that I was not formally trained, even I knew that breaking a bone before one was fully grown could lead to other issues. If Renn’s legs were so badly shattered in childhood, it was no wonder he struggled with them so.

“But a craftlock healer should have been able to mend them. You’ve had many healers at the castle.” Or that was what I’d heard. I didn’t actually know how common crafters were, given the laws repressing us. “Could they do nothing for you?”

Now he did look at me, his eyes cool, almost like his elder brother’s. “Perhaps they could not pick the bones from the rest of the shattered chandelier, as you put it. Unlike you, there are some who wish desperately to serve here, who tried when they should not have. Hem knows what else they might have broken.”

I considered this. Were his legs hurt badly enough, amputation might have been his fate.

“Alm knows,” I corrected.

He narrowed his eyes. “Pardon?”

“You said Hem knows, but Alm is the god of health.”

He snorted, seeming genuinely offended. “And Hem is the god of kings, and the god over all of them, so what does it matter?”

The door opened then, and I knew the queen had arrived; even the guards assigned to the prince’s chambers knocked. She strode in, her legs fine and hale, and said, “I heard there has been much progress. Whitestone promises me that while recovery will be painful, it will ultimately—”

She paused, nose wrinkling, and cast a scornful look at me. “You, how can you stand yourself?”

I stood and bowed, but before I could ask what she meant, the queen answered.

“You smell ungodly.” She curved her palm over her nose, the motion shifting the diamond at her breast. “Have you been subjecting my son to this filth? Forcing him to breathe the bad air rolling off of you? There are standards in this castle, Nym Tallowax!”

The anger simmering over the last few days bubbled up from my stomach, burning my throat. “I beg your forgiveness, Your Majesty,” I forced through gritted teeth, “but were I given time and a means to bathe, I happily would have by now.”

A faint flush dusted her cheeks. I did not know why—I had not truly insulted her, not as she had done to me. And so her next words truly shocked me.

“Take her to the dungeon.”


Chapter 5

I was a fool to think the keep cold.

The dungeon was frigid.

The hay in the corner was clean, at least, and I sat on it with my back against the wall, preferring the cushion between my backside and the stone floor, however itchy it might be. The queen might not care for my smell, but even that paled in comparison to these rank, dark cells, the only light in which was a distant torch on the wall, just enough that I could see the crisscrossing bars of the cell door. Ironically, the space was larger than my bedroom, so I supposed this was an upgrade.

I did not cry, which I took pride in. Still, my eyes stung unceasingly, even hours after my incarceration. I will survive. Just a little longer. I will survive.

The unspoken mantra was beginning to sound hollow.

“They hate healers,” I whispered. “They hate the magic, despite warranting it. Even as they rake the land looking for someone to heal him. Looking for me to heal him.” I shook my head. “I do not understand the sheer privilege. I truly cannot fathom it.”

“But your deed is good,” Ursa offered. “You are doing a good thing.”

I lifted my knees and dropped my forehead to them. “It is not a good thing if it is forced. There is no charity, here.” I took in a deep breath and shivered. “I want to go home.”

“I know. If I could take the burden in your stead, I would.”

All my life ought to have been hers, the good and the bad, but that was a fruitless train of thought, so it remained unvoiced. Ursa could do nothing for the others; where I went, she went. Such was our bond. At least I did not have to be alone in this terrible place.

“She is hurting,” she tried. “The queen. Her only son has been ill all his life, and she is desperate to help him. Being desperate for so long changes a person. Like a feral cat backed into a corner, lashing out even when food is offered.”

“Feral is an apt descriptor,” I agreed, and imagined Ursa rolling her eyes at me. Still, she had a point, and it softened me a hair. Even so, I’d rather leave the barn altogether than offer the queen any sort of proverbial food. I had six other cats waiting for me back in Fount. Should I let them starve while trying to coax a monster to take meat from my hand?

I fell asleep in the hay, unsure of the time. But surely dawn had broken when the loud creaking of the dungeon door woke me. The dungeon guard held a torch, and against the darkness, it hurt my eyes. It seemed Queen Winvrin could tolerate stench, as she had come down to see me herself.

She waved off the guard; he retreated to the hall. She took three steps into the cell and stopped.

“You are needed, healer.” She folded her arms. “I trust you will know your place in the future?”

My place is in Fount, I thought, but did not dare voice it. However horrid I found Rove to be, I did not want to spend another day in this prison.

She took my silence for agreement. “I ask you this,” she went on, a note softer. “Do not take this out on Renn. He has enough struggles.”

I stood and brushed hay from my skirt. “Why would I take it out on him?” I asked. “My grief is with you.”

She seemed fine with this. With a single crooked finger she bade me to follow her, and I walked out from the dungeon, breathing deep at the first open window we passed. I had guessed nearly correctly; the first crack of dawn blushed against the sky. At least the queen did not indulge in sleeping in—one thing that made her feel more human.

Two guards joined her. I was not, to my surprise, led up to my room, nor to Prince Renn’s, but through a narrow corridor and outside, to the south end of the castle, through an alleyway in the bailey to the stables. My heart leapt at the sight of the horses there—so many horses, more even than I’d seen with the animal sellers in Grot. Did the queen have mercy? Would she let me ride back to Fount to get things in order, if I promised to return and help her son? On horseback, it would take me only five days—

All the flutterings of hope died as an old stable hand upended a bucket over my head, dousing me in cold water. As I gasped, some of the droplets flew down my windpipe, leaving me hunched over and coughing.

I did not have a chance to ask why; indeed, when I looked up again, I knew only that the queen had left before another stranger emptied another bucket on me, completely wetting my front. My teeth chattered; I crossed my arms over my chest, afraid the cold and wet would reveal too much through the simple dress I wore. Then, with a coarse brush and bar of horse soap, two women approached from the stable and scrubbed me down head to toe, until my skin bled with it.

The only decency they gave me was the pity in their eyes, as though they hated it just as much as I did, and the fact that they did not make me strip down as they bathed me like a common animal.
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The maids were efficient; I returned, still dripping, to my room before the sun had fully risen, eyes burning, consoled only by Ursa. I was fantasizing about jumping out the window when I noticed Lonnie, the woman whose eye I’d healed, waiting nervously at my door, a plain, patched dress in her arms.

She frowned when she saw me. “I’m so sorry, Nym,” she whispered, and pressed the dry garment into my hands. “Here, take this. It should fit well enough.”

I dug my fingers into the warm, clean fabric. “Thank you, Lonnie.” I did not like how my voice trembled. “Thank you for being kind to me.”

She smiled. “I have to get back to the bread, but you can bathe with me, when it’s my turn in a few days. I’ll come up and fetch you.”

I frowned. “They work me until dusk.”

“We bathe at night anyway,” she offered. “Good luck.” She took a few steps, then paused. “I asked about a Brien Tallowax. I don’t think he’s stationed here.”

I nodded. Were I not so exhausted, the defeat would have been more tangible. “I expected as much.”

She took off down the hallway, leaving me praising all six gods for Lonnie the kitchen maid. I changed as quickly as I could, with my skin still damp, not wanting more injustice heaped upon me. But as I did up the slender laces of the simple dress, I swore to myself I would never let something like this happen again. I would die first.

Then they could take another twenty years to find a healer for their pathetic son.

I shook out my hair as I made my way to the prince’s suite; I’d been given no towel or cloth to dry it with, and the thick curls held on to water like the rich held on to merits. Prince Renn was again on the sofa—he’d become an early riser as well—when I arrived. He looked me over, but said nothing, and I worked on and off with the physicians throughout the day, until, by the end of it, the prince was standing on his own again.
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I woke the next morning with a tender throat, either from being subjected to the dungeon or from the freezing water at the stables. Before I rose, I pressed my hands to my chest, just above the collar of my dress, and dowsed into myself.

My lumis was a sort of three-dimensional puzzle, shaped like a winding crenellation, not unlike those at the top of the castle’s towers, albeit deeper. I knew it like I knew my own face, and I found the source of the illness swiftly, the blocks of one merlon askew. Were I to let the illness take its course, the merlon would slowly break apart, the pieces scattering, depending on how sick I became. Perhaps more rapidly than it should, given my constant lack of rest and regular meals. I had no doubt my administrations would continue even if I were bleeding out.

I fixed the merlon and snapped back to reality, feeling instantly better. Took a deep breath, ran a comb through my hair, and greeted Sten in the hallway when he came to retrieve me. I hoped to prove the need for an escort moot, though I thanked him for my morning porridge.

Again I worked alongside the doctors, strengthening Prince Renn’s legs, until by the end of the week he could walk, as a toddler might, to the edge of the salon and back.

He smiled when he did it, an expression that lit up his whole face. A good thing, Ursa had called it.

Perhaps she was right.
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The prince, however, was not well.

I could only keep up a single line of baubles within his lumis—there was still the shattered mess to deal with. The following day he was especially ill, so much so he could not get out of bed, even with a guard’s help. I dowsed into his lumis all day, soothing glass that had turned hot, picking through shards of all varieties, noting a blue polygonal one that had warped instead of shattered. I strung together what pieces I could to give him some respite. By the time I broke for supper—mine a simple fare of soup and bread—Renn was sitting up again, picking at a tray of meats and pastries like someone had skewered a toad and called it candy.

“I’m happy to eat yours if you don’t want it,” I offered, washing down bread with a cup of water. I wondered if Lonnie had made the little loaf.

The prince shook his head and pushed the tray away. “I’ve tasted it now, healer,” he said. “I can feel what it would be to walk again as others do, to be normal, and yet I cannot. It is infuriating.”

He paused, a fist to his mouth. He always had handkerchiefs on hand, but whatever ailed him, he swallowed. I waited for him to say more, but he didn’t, only stared out the window, looking very much like a bird in a cage, watching other flocks form shadows against the sun.
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Though it meant missing sleep, I did not turn down Lonnie’s offer of a bath when she came to my room that night. I followed her across half the keep, down to the bailey and the kitchen, through a rather marvelous pantry and into a back room, where a laundry tub full of water sat waiting for us. We were not the first to use it, and the water was lukewarm at best, but I would not complain. I helped Lonnie wash out her dark-blonde curls, and she helped with mine, us both taking turns in the tub to rinse off.

“You must have grown so fast.” Lonnie toweled off her hair. I carefully wrung mine out, hoping to keep my curls as tame as possible.

“I don’t understand.”

With a tilt of her chin, she gestured to my still-naked body. “To get stretch marks like that. You must have grown up fast.”

My face warmed at the same time my chest cooled, one hand absently touching the marks along my hips and stomach. “I . . . yes,” I murmured before grabbing my dress.

“I was so slow.” Lonnie laughed. “Didn’t even look like a woman until I was seventeen. My pa used to say he had three boys. I have two brothers.”

I nodded, my throat tight, and tied the laces of my dress. “Thank you, Lonnie. I so appreciate it.”

“Oh! Don’t go just yet.” She dressed quickly and then motioned me into the pantry, suddenly all whispers and tiptoes. As I followed her, I noticed the scents of butter and sugar, and homesickness struck me so hard, my steps faltered. Five and a half weeks since I’d last tended the apiary. Longer since I’d had a taste of honey, or chided my youngest brother, Terrence, as he tried to sneak a bite of honeycomb.

Lonnie led me to the back of the kitchen, then across the bailey. I didn’t understand what she needed until she turned around, a palm-sized pastry in her hands. I hadn’t even seen her filch it.

“Cook won’t notice,” she offered with a sly grin. She broke the pastry apart—it looked to have a berry filling—and handed half to me. Mouth agape, I lifted the treat to my nose and breathed deeply, then took a small nibble.

Heaven exploded on my tongue.

“You are an angel,” I whispered.

“Just don’t charge me if I poke out my other eye,” she jested, then shrieked. “Awful, nasty thing!” She ran just past me to a mouse—perhaps a small rat—scurrying along the wall. I was impressed she could see it, given our distance from any torches. She tried to stomp on the poor creature, but it proved too quick, and soon the shadows stole it away.

Sighing, she returned to my side. “We’re supposed to kill them on sight,” she explained. “Physician Whitestone said they’ll make us all sick if we don’t. Ah well. I’ll see you when I see you, Nym.”

I took another soul-mending bite of pastry. “I’ll see you when I see you, Lonnie.”
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The next morning, I reported to the prince’s suite a few minutes early, just as Ard, the guard who wore a blue cincture, was stepping out. Presumably to fetch me.

“I need you to retrieve something for me,” I said.

He frowned. “My duties are for His Highness alone.”

“It is for His Highness. We’re strengthening his legs, and now we must strengthen his mind.” I tried to sound convincing even though, while he was physically incapacitated, Prince Renn was just as educated as any noble. Perhaps more so, given the number of books he read. “Are you capable or not?”

He was, and I waited outside the door for him until he returned with a polished wooden box, larger and finer than the one I had at home. Thanking him, I stuck it under my arm and entered the prince’s suite. Sten was helping him from his room, the prince taking baby steps on his shaky legs while leaning heavily on the guard. None of us said anything as he shuffled to the couch and, gripping Sten’s forearm, sat down.

I placed the box on the small table nearby and began opening it.

The prince’s eyes flashed from the box to me. “What is this?”

“Danerin.”

“What?”

I paused. “You’ve never played danerin?” Let alone heard of it . . .

He shook his head. A line formed between his eyebrows, as though the very idea of not being aware of the game was insulting.

Shrugging, I took out the colored pieces and flipped the box over, revealing a pattern of black, white, and gray triangles. “It’s a strategy game. You said you were bored, so when the physicians aren’t bullying you, you can play this.”

His brow crinkled. “If you want to play at strategy, there are better methods—”

I gave him a withering stare.

His frown deepened. A few seconds passed before he asked, “How does it work?”

I explained the rules to him. One of us would be red, the other blue; the green pieces were neutral. I explained how converting the pieces worked, and how to win.

“It sounds complex, but once you start, it’s simple enough.”

He scoffed. “It sounds simple, so I don’t think it will be a problem.”

I didn’t care what he thought of it; it beat hunching over him, staring at his lumis every hour of the day. I pulled the table closer to him, took up my stool, and set up the pieces.

I beat him within five minutes.

He grimaced. “You cheated.”

I rolled my eyes. “If it were my intention to cheat, I would have told you false rules.”

“Perhaps you did.”

I swept the pieces off the board and began packing them up. “You’re as bad as your mother,” I muttered.

Two heartbeats passed before he said, “Again.”

I glanced at him. “I don’t think you enjoy this game, Your Highness.”

“And you will follow my orders, healer,” he retorted. “Again.”

Sighing, I reset the game. Let him go first.

This time, I beat him in eight minutes.

He tossed one of his blue pieces across the floor. Even my brother Terrence wouldn’t have done that.

I scooped the rest into the box and closed it. “Perhaps you are used to winning at these things, but I’m not going to cater to you. You can obviously do hard things; figure it out or don’t play.”

His expression, always so guarded, opened at that. I did not think it due to my disrespect. Rather, that I recognized his struggles were difficult. Yes, everyone in this castle, as far as I knew, could walk. But Prince Renn wasn’t everyone else.

Just then Physician Whitestone arrived, and I was more than happy to excuse myself to the corner. He and an assistant guided the prince through some more exercises, pushing down on his ankle as he lifted a foot, or pulling his knees apart while Renn pushed them together. However much I did not like the royal physician, he did seem to know his vocation, and his work with the prince had already proven beneficial.

Renn’s knees buckled an hour in, so I came to heal him again, sluffing away the edges of exhaustion, patting smooth cracks in the baubles I had reassembled. After lunch, the physicians left us in peace while I dowsed, sorting through more of the mess of Prince Renn’s lumis, being pulled out of the spell thrice because his coughing fits grew so violent. He went through six handkerchiefs, which were thankfully stowed away by the time the queen came to check on our progress.

Dim and early the next morning, I came to the prince’s room on my own, the second morning I’d been allowed to do so. I knocked, and almost immediately Sten wrenched the door open, startling me.

When he saw me, his expression collapsed.

“What? What’s happened to him?” I pushed my way in, running to the bedroom.

“He is not here,” the guard confessed, shoulders tense. “The others are searching for him.”

I whirled around. “Not here? Where could he have gone?”

Sten shook his head. “I’ve been ordered to await his return. Do not”—he flinched—“do not tell the queen.”

Panic butterflied in my stomach. “Believe me, I have even less desire to talk with her than you do.”

I slipped out into the hallway, running past the suite, searching the corridors, too afraid to call the prince’s name. It would be the guards who would answer for his disappearance, though with the queen’s logic, likely me as well. I peered down every corridor I passed, even taking the steps up the nearest tower to look out the windows—

There you are.

Relief blossomed in my chest that I was able to catch his golden hair so quickly. Were he not standing by a garden in contrasting purple, I might not have noticed it.

I took the tower steps all the way down and was rewarded with a door near their base. A maid hurried by with towels, not so much as looking at me.

Once on the grounds, everything became a maze; I had not yet been allowed to explore the castle gardens. Not even the bailey. But I wound through, heading toward that cluster of purple flowers. As I neared, I noticed Ard standing a ways back, arms folded across his chest. They’d found him, then. Someone should tell Sten, if only to prevent his heart from failing.

I hesitated, gaze passing from Renn to Ard, Renn to Ard. If his guards hadn’t known where he was, then they hadn’t brought him out here.

The butterflies in my stomach expanded as I carefully approached the prince. He was staring east, right into the rising sun. No cane, no assistance. His legs trembled, but he stood on his own. He’d walked out here on his own.

I had done this. We had done this.

As I neared, the sunlight caught on a wet streak down his face, left by a tear.

He noticed me, turned, his blue eyes all the more brilliant in the sunlight. He cleared his throat, schooling his features. I stood at the ready, afraid he might fall, afraid his lumis would crack under the stress of the outing. We stood there, not together but not apart, for several minutes.

“Thank you,” he whispered, finally noticing his wet cheeks and wiping them with the back of his hand.

The words stunned me. So simple, and yet he was the first in his entire family to thank me. I had not thought him capable of it.

Another guard, this one named Bay, approached from the south. “Your Highness, we should return inside.”

Renn’s features hardened instantly. With the guard within earshot, he said to me, “You are to wait for me in my chambers, healer.”

I frowned but nodded, taking the dismissal in exchange for the gratitude. I reentered the way I had come, dreading a little less the idea of spending another day sorting through broken pieces of a man who, for a moment, had been eternally grateful to be a little less broken. And, when I arrived at his suite, I told Sten where the prince had gone, and he immediately left for the grounds.

Leaving me alone in Prince Renn’s chambers.

I shut the door and moved with haste. Crossed to the unused desk and pulled out a piece of parchment. There was no graphite, so I uncorked an ink jar, sharpened a quill so quickly I nearly split my thumb, and began swiftly writing a letter to Lissel, telling her what had happened and that I was all right, daring to take the time to list the things she would need to see done, the school assignments and our meager investments, our customers and where to meet new tradesmen passing through. I reminded her to update the hive records and watch for mites, and told her I loved her, and that I would be back soon.

I put everything away as I’d found it. Then, blowing on the letter, slipped from the suite and darted down the hallways back to my room. The ink dry, I folded the parchment and shoved it into the bottom of my bag.

Safely finished, I needed only to sort out how to send it.


Chapter 6

Pounding on my door woke me in the middle of the night, lodging my heart between my ribs. I scrambled from the bed, tripped over my bag, and rushed to the door. For a moment, I thought my theft of ink and paper had been discovered, and that the crime was far graver an offense than I’d realized.

But when I opened the door, Sten stood there. He’d had the decency not to barge into my room.

“His Highness needs you” was all he said, then he took off at a sprint down the corridor.

Picking up my skirt, I ran after him, barefooted. I had no night clothes, only three dresses, and today I wore the one Lonnie had gifted me, patches and all. My mind barely had time to catch up with my body as I chased Sten to the prince’s quarters.

When I came to his bedroom, Physician Whitestone was already attending him, holding a pan as the prince vomited into it.

The room smelled like bile and blood.

“What happened?” I asked, coming around to the other side of the bed. Surely his walk couldn’t have triggered this.

“It’s not uncommon,” Sten whispered, body stiff as steel.

Gods help him, Prince Renn was so sick.

His bed was overlarge, forcing me to climb atop it to reach him without getting in Whitestone’s way. The physician scowled at me as I approached but was too occupied with his own efforts to put up a fight. He handed the vomit-filled bowl to an attendant. I noticed blood lacing the bile.

Prince Renn did not sleep, but his eyes were squeezed shut. His skin had blanched, the pallor the most extreme I’d seen it. Speckles of blood littered his blankets. His entire body shook, as though in the throes of a seizure.

I put my hands on his head; I was so nervous it took me two tries to fall into his lumis. It hadn’t notably changed, though the death lines had darkened and . . . smoked? Almost like they blurred. Odd, but I certainly wasn’t going to experiment with them. None attached to the baubles of his legs. Even so, no man could withstand so much damage for long. The first thought I’d had upon coming here resurfaced in my mind: I did not know how this man was alive.

Before I could act, the prince shifted, breaking our physical contact and shoving me out of the lumis. The disorientation of it lasted a few seconds. “Hold him down!” I shouted.

“He needs movement!” Whitestone barked back.

But, thankfully, Sten climbed onto the mattress and grabbed Renn’s bony shoulders in his thick hands, and I dowsed again.

“You’re okay,” I said aloud as I sped around the mess of him, eyes darting between the pieces. There was no rhyme or reason to their injury. I had to guess, avoiding the dark threads warning of death as best I could. I dropped to my knees at a pile and started picking through the pieces. “You need to relax, Renn. You need to breathe for me.”

The non-walls of the lumis quivered.

Cursing, I began picking up larger pieces of the baubles—they were half the size of my palm at best—and began building those little webs around them, thinking that perhaps I could somehow staunch whatever was ailing him. I moved through a few, then picked up—

Had I not spent so many hours, so many days, inside this man’s lumis, I never would have recognized the shape of the shard’s polygonal edge. But I did. I’d seen its mirror before.

“I know you,” I whispered, and rose to my feet, searching the hysteria of colors. I’d seen it before. Picked it up at least twice, only to set it aside. When was that?

The lumis shuddered. After a minute, I remembered the general location and rushed to it, picking through with my right hand while holding the broken bauble with my left—

There.

The colors did not match, but the edges aligned. I pressed them carefully together, then called on my magic to make them whole, sipping on that extra, hidden portion to speed the process along.

The seam glossed over, as though I’d glazed it in glue and let it dry. The crack remained, but the glue held.

I set it aside and sifted through more of the glass, adding more webbing and strings where I thought it might help, when a memory came to mind.

“It’s gone!” Pren cried, rubbing her knuckles into her eyes. “I can’t find it anywhere.”

“I told you not to play out in the barn.” Drying my hands on a towel, I stormed out of the house toward our tiny, pathetic barn, where two-year-old hay bales had broken on the ground. “Where were you playing?”

Tears fell down Pren’s cheeks. “Everywhere! And then I stood up and it was gone!” She clutched the leather cord of her necklace, upon which had hung a polished stone of quartz that her friend had gifted her.

Hands on my hips, I stared at the trial before me, wondering how I would recover such a small pendant in such a heap of straw.

An idea came to me, and I snapped my fingers. “Grab the pitchfork. We’ll sift through it.”

My little sister blinked. “What?”

“The pendant is heavier than the straw,” I explained. “If we shake things up, it will fall to the floor. If we’re lucky, we might even hear it when it does.”

I waded into the center of the largest pile of glass, skimming my feet across the lumis’s floor so I wouldn’t step on anything fragile. Then I began moving handfuls of glass behind me, softly digging to the base—

And sure enough, larger baubles lay beneath. Still broken, but more whole than many of the rest.

I coaxed them up, hung them in the air, noticed two of them snapping into place by sheer luck alone. I tied strings around their most broken parts, even found a shard inside one of them that belonged to the same bauble and glued it in place as I had the previous.

My neck hurt from my position on the prince’s bed, and my arms soon grew heavy from the work, added to lack of sleep. Closing my eyes, I shifted out of the lumis, if only to see how the prince fared.

He had stopped shaking. Whitestone wiped blood from his mouth. He was not awake, but his breathing had calmed, his color was a little warmer.

Seeing me mentally present, Whitestone threw down the bloodied towel and wheeled on Sten. “You should not have brought her! She’s likely the one hurting him!”

He could have called me a cow and a gutter-licker, and I’d be less offended. “Do not be obtuse. I’m a healer. I heal.”

The physician scoffed. “What could I know of craftlock? You could be lying.”

“My point precisely,” I hissed. “What could you know of it?”

The doctor practically growled, “I will inform the queen,” and he stormed away, his attendant leaving with him.

I sighed, sagging onto the bed, keeping myself upright, barely. “What time is it?”

Ard, from the doorway, answered, “About two.”

I’d had three, four hours of sleep at best. Yet I felt strongly that I needed to stay with the prince. To help him, and to protect him from anything Whitestone might do in attempts to prove his work more competent than my own. So I slid from the mattress and took up the chair. Propped an elbow on the side table and laid my head on it. It was not the most comfortable, and I floated in and out of sleep.

Near dawn, the prince convulsed again.

I grabbed his hand, holding it tightly in both of mine so he couldn’t move. Sten, well trained, snatched a handkerchief and wedged it into the prince’s mouth so he wouldn’t bite his tongue, monitoring it closely in case the prince coughed or vomited; he’d drown if he was gagged.

I dowsed again, working what I could, even if that dwindled down to sweeping the smaller piles into larger ones to mimic some kind of wholeness. When I slipped out of his lumis to check on him, he was awake, his hand crushing mine, his eyes wide and his breathing quick.

“He’s gotten worse!” Sten cried.

I gritted my teeth against the pain in my fingers, studying the prince’s pained face. Saw the overlay of Ursa there; she’d been prone to something similar. “No, he’s panicking.” I leaned in close to him. “Breathe, Renn. I need you present with us. This will pass.”

Fear delayed his reaction, but after a moment he shook his head, still hyperventilating. “I’m supposed to be better,” he wheezed. “You’re supposed to cure me. If you can’t heal me, who can?”

I stood up and wrenched my hand from his, the knuckles throbbing. “You will make yourself worse if you can’t calm down. Your lungs work well enough. Breathe!”

He did not listen.

Palm on his forehead, I dowsed again, stringing and gluing and trying my best with the shattered pieces of him. Returning to reality, I barked at him, “Renn, breathe, dammit.”

He shut his eyes and sucked in one long, shuddering breath.

“Good. Again. Keep breathing. These are healing breaths. Heal yourself.”

He sucked in air, let it out. In, out. In, out.

I dowsed one more time before my exhaustion forced me back into my body. The prince had managed to calm down, though a dribble of blood ran from his right nostril down to his ear.

“Is he all right?” the queen asked. I hadn’t even noticed her presence. Had she just arrived, or come in while I was dozing?

I did not answer fast enough; she crossed the room to him. Before she could knock me from my chair, I saw in the prince’s red-rimmed eyes the deep shadows of shame, like he was embarrassed.

So I stood, planting my heels to make myself as immovable as possible. “Yes, he is past the worst of it. What he needs now is rest.”

He shifted his gaze away as the queen pressed into me, as though I were merely a piece of furniture in her way. “Are you sure?”

“I’ve been inside his soul for over a month, Your Majesty.” I sensed more than saw the prince tense. I didn’t know if the lumis was soul-linked or not—it was magic, though craftlock designated healers for the body, and soulbinders for the soul. But who was to say for sure? Magic had been forbidden for so long, no one had ever bothered to study it. My theory was the lumis formed a new aspect of the human being on its own, but souls were something others could understand. “Rest, and privacy.”

Her lips formed their usual pursing at that. She looked ready to reprimand me, but Prince Renn’s hoarse voice murmured, “She’s right, Mother. I’m exhausted. Thank you for coming to see me.”

The queen deflated. Nodded, though with her son’s head still turned, he would not see it. “All right. You”—she pointed at me—“will stay here and monitor him throughout the day. Heal him, healer.” Then, to Ard and Sten, “See that it is done.”

I pressed my lips into a tight line to keep myself from speaking. There were no royals in Fount, and we were far enough from the local lord that guarding my tongue around those deeming their situation above mine was not a practice I was familiar with. So I said nothing, only waited for the woman to leave before dropping into my chair, another yawn making my eyes water.

Not ten seconds passed before Ard said, “You should heed her.”

I was so dismally tired, but I lifted one hand to the prince’s wrist while the other arm propped me up on the side table. I thought I heard him mumble something, too quietly for me to piece it together, but it didn’t matter. The sooner I finished this, the sooner I could go home.

I dowsed into his lumis and wearily dug through the baubles, studying every crack and committing it to memory.
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I fell asleep dowsing.

The sound of a trumpet jolted me awake. Ard likely thought I was still dowsing, though I’d been told I kept my eyes open when I did, albeit hooded, slowly blinking, as though I were waking from a dream and caught somewhere between sleep and wakefulness. The prince, too, slept. His color looked even better. The curtains were still drawn; a nearly spent candle on the night table highlighted his face. He had both a curve and a bump to his nose, something he shared with his brother, so I imagined it came from the king, who I’d yet to meet and truly hoped never would grant me the honor.

Rising from my chair, blood rushing to my backside, I stretched and crossed to the windows, ignoring the guard’s bored eyes on me. These had the same thick glass and bars as the salon windows, and I noted that they didn’t open—no fresh air this morning, then. I peeked out into the day. Late morning. Soldiers were moving just beyond the bailey—likely the source of the trumpeting.

“What are they doing? The army,” I asked.

“Defending us from Sesta, what else?” Ard retorted. He ran his thumb and index finger along his blue cincture.

I watched the men march, searching their faces for Brien’s. I didn’t see it. I wondered if he’d be forbidden to write home like I was, which only reminded me of the letter in my bag. But I was chained to this room and couldn’t so much as think of how to post it until the prince had, at the very least, an image of health.

“But what does Sesta want with us?” I asked. Sesta was a dyadic country to our own, nearly twin to Cansere, and shadowed every inch of our northern border, with only the Midly Strait separating us. It had cooler temperatures, yes—harder winters in its northern lands—but it was hardly an unbearable climate. Most of our trade with them was solely manufactured goods because our lands shared so many similar resources.

“Who knows what goes through Adoel Nicosia’s mind? Greed doesn’t need any motivation but itself,” Ard supplied, and I mulled over that, wondering if the words were very wise, or very stupid. I couldn’t make up my mind.

He cleared his throat, so I dragged myself back to the prince’s bedside. I had no desire to revisit the dungeon, though it did occur to me that at least I’d be able to sleep down there; even the chill wouldn’t be able to keep me awake forever. Sitting down, I reached for Prince Renn’s wrist, only to have him slide his hand away from me.

I looked up. “You’re awake.”

His face was turned from me, toward the window, but I did not suspect that to be his focus.

Taking a deep breath, I tried, “How are you feeling?”

“Like a coward,” he whispered, surprising me by answering at all. He spoke so quietly, only I would be able to hear him. “Panic, was it?”

“Yes . . . but it’s over now,” I offered.

He shook his head. “How utterly pathetic I am.”

Ah.

“People often see healing as one thing, physical—would you please look at me when I speak to you? I would be rather cross if you dozed off while I attempted to be comforting.”

He turned his head, now to stare at the ceiling. “I couldn’t sleep if I tried. I’m sick of lying here. I hate this room.”

“It’s quite nicer than mine, if you’d like to trade.”

The jest had no effect on him.

I sighed. “Most people, physicians included, view healing as physical only. A broken bone to mend, torn skin to sew, a sour gut to settle. But healing must come emotionally as well. Mentally. Even spiritually, for some. You are not pathetic for panicking, you are human. Heaven forbid you show your humanity in this accursed place.”

I realized the slip of my tongue and bit down on its side, waiting for his rebuke. It did not come, however. He merely stared at the ceiling, looking far away.

After a minute, he said, “It is accursed. I am its curse. Adrinn commands armies and his men heel like dogs, and I rot in here, a child with a man’s face, wailing in the middle of the night like a newborn.” He set his jaw; his fists bunched up at his sides.

I rolled my eyes. “What does Prince Adrinn have to do with any of it?”

Now he did look at me, candlelight reflecting off his cut-sapphire eyes. “What sort of a question is that? Adrinn has everything to do with it.”

“Are you wishing to take his place as heir?”

“No.” He lifted his fists and pounded them into the mattress. Bullied the ceiling with his stare again. “Adrinn is everything I am supposed to be, but am not. He is strong, cunning, masculine—”

“Your Highness, please do not try to cajole me with your ideals of masculinity,” I interrupted, cutting his string of pity short. “I’ve five brothers; I’m very aware of the joys and banes of masculinity. And from the brief interaction I saw between you and your brother, he is not as spry of mind as yourself, and not the sort I would wish to have in my company besides.”

Not that Prince Renn was much better.

The prince exhaled sharply through his nose. “You speak too freely. What do you know? Nothing.”

“I know that anger is a shield,” I tried, ignoring his weak jab. “I know it’s more comfortable to wield than what it hides.”

“That is nonsense.”

“It is not,” I countered, glancing at Ard. He watched us, but made no gesture or movement, so I continued, keeping my voice low. “Vulnerable emotions make us feel just that—vulnerable. Weak. Unprotected. Anger makes us feel strong, for whatever reason. It helps us hide our true anguish from others, even from ourselves. And the more you hide it, the less you will know of yourself, and that, Your Highness, is weakness. Now, would you like to get dressed and walk to the salon before I heed your mother and return to your lumis? Because when you jerk away, it’s very disorienting.”

He sat there stewing a good ten seconds before pushing his palms into the mattress and pushing himself to sitting, which signaled Ard to approach. For all the work he squeezed out of me, he’d damn well better be able to sit up on his own.

“I’ll wait in the usual spot,” I said, and left.
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The queen truly did make me dowse all day.

Near midafternoon, I kept losing my hold on the prince’s lumis, I was so tired. Fortunately, the doctors had returned to work with him, giving me some reprieve, but snatched minutes snoozing on a stool in the corner does not restful sleep make. The sun was well set by the time the queen herself excused me, and only after I assured her the prince would be fine through the night.

Lonnie waited restlessly by my door as I returned. “We should hurry,” she said. “The bathwater will be cold.”

Is it time again? I could barely keep track of the days. I wanted so desperately to sleep, but I would not be humiliated again, so I swallowed a yawn and dipped into my room to grab a comb, a dress I’d laundered in the servants’ bathing area, and the letter. Only when we neared the kitchens did I show it to her.

“Can you post this for me? To Fount?”

She eyed the paper uneasily. “Can you not do it yourself?”

“I don’t know where, and I’ve nothing to post it with.”

She blinked. “You’ve no wages?”

“I’m conscripted. Room and board only, it seems.” I would have boiled at the confession, but I was too tired to do so. “Do you have anything to spare?”

She looked uncertain. She was a low-ranking kitchen maid; I imagined her funds were limited. But after a moment, she said, “I’ll make you a deal. If you heal someone for me, I’ll post the letter.”

I hesitated. “I don’t think I can leave the castle grounds. And I’m not given any daytime leave, not yet. But I need this posted sooner than later. I can’t wait for the work to be complete enough for the prince not to need my constant babysitting.”

Lonnie paled. “You shouldn’t say it like that.”

“Are you hiding the queen in your apron?”

She frowned. “You won’t have to leave the castle. I think tomorrow night will work. I’ll fetch you.”

I agreed, and bathed swiftly, eager to return to my bed.
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Sten had to retrieve me in the morning; I could not wake at dawn. I was in such a deep slumber that for several seconds I did not understand where I was, nor did I recognize Sten’s face. My head pounded as I rose from bed, hurried through my limited morning administrations, and dragged myself to the prince’s room.

“Just a little longer, Nym,” Ursa supplied. “Remember what you always say?”

I nodded, not sure she would see it. I’ve survived worse.

Much to my dismay, Prince Adrinn was there, leaning against the far wall as Prince Renn shuffled, using a cane for balance, to the sofa.

“A triumph, my good man.” The elder prince spoke with an air that immediately made my hackles rise. “Soon enough you’ll be waddling your way through court.”

“That is the plan,” Prince Renn agreed, his expression a perfect mask. He reached for the back of the sofa, stumbled, but caught himself. I tried to imagine the younger prince choosing to bite instead of roll over, but I couldn’t quite picture it.

Prince Adrinn chuckled. “Not too hasty, there. Not sure your healer could pick you up off the floor.” His frosty eyes cut to me, regarding me longer than I would have liked. He pushed off the wall, resting one hand on the hilt of a sword strapped to his hip. Prince Renn had made one solid point—whereas he was thin and sickly, his brother appeared the pinnacle of health.

“I presume you worked things out with Fineway,” Prince Renn said.

“Not to his liking, but yes.”

Prince Adrinn paused a few strides before me, tilting his head, examining me with a scrutiny I loathed but refused to shy away from. “You,” he said, casually, haughtily, “would be an attractive specimen if you wore something tailored. Ironed out that hair, did something with your eyebrows. Hm.” He touched a knuckle to his chin.

I forced myself to curtsy. “My purpose here is to tend to the younger prince, not to look fair for passing eyes. Your Highness.”

He snorted at that, then lost interest as quickly as he’d found it and started for the door. Waved absently over his shoulder. “Good day, brother. You should have Mother replace the draperies for a change of pace.”

Perhaps Prince Renn allowed himself to frown because his brother’s back was turned to him. Regardless, I imagined everyone present, guards included, was relieved to see King Grejor’s heir depart.

I worked with Renn as best I could, tired as I was, calling upon that extra bit of magic to compensate. I made progress with his lumis, though, as before, my repairs did not seem permanent; every time I dowsed I had to touch up the work I’d done before, especially with those pieces of him not, seemingly, connected with his legs.

The doctors had him walk the length of the hallway. He hated this, I could tell, but he said nothing, and considering the good it did for him, I refused to come to his defense. He managed well enough. He was getting stronger every day. Whitestone prescribed him larger meals with more meat, as well as a tonic to take morning and night. I missed the queen’s visit; I was dowsing into her son while he stared at a danerin board, trying to understand how he was losing even faster than before. When I tried to leave at dinner, Ard refused to let me, under the queen’s orders. I finally headed back to my room a half hour after sunset, my legs heavy and back sore.

Lonnie was waiting for me. “Come on, and don’t tell her who you are.”

That gave me pause. “It’s not hard to figure out—”

But Lonnie shook her head. “She can’t know what you’re doing.”

With that discomfort in my gut, Lonnie guided me through the maze of the keep, down corridors I’d not yet seen, for I had no time to explore. We ended up crossing through the bailey and into a church, an all-gods shrine set up for those who lived within the castle walls. All six gods were represented in tall frames of stained glass: Hem, Salm, Rolys, Evat, Alm, and Zia. Each was a child of the god before him—no siblings, no spouses. The only woman was the youngest, Zia. Who was, of course, the goddess of fertility, anything remotely feminine, and anything mundane or otherwise unimportant, tacked on almost as an afterthought.

I had little time to ogle, as Lonnie pulled me over to an old, dark woman with pearly white hair sitting on a bench before Hem, the king of gods, justice, war, and, well, kings. Lonnie motioned for me to be quiet, so I crept slowly behind her, though Lonnie made no effort to mask her own steps. The woman tipped her head at the sound; I noted the milkiness of her eyes.

I felt odd, sneaking in a healing like this. I had dowsed into unaware patients before, but usually because they’d lost consciousness due to fever or injury, and there was nearly always a friend or family member begging me to help them. I didn’t understand why Lonnie couldn’t be up-front with the woman, but I needed that letter sent. That mattered more to me than the rest.

“How are you today, Ann?” Lonnie sat beside her.

“Same as always.” Her voice carried the quiver often found in the elderly. “You? That Kilg fellow ask for your hand yet?”

Lonnie blushed. “You know it’s not like that.”

“Oh, I know, all right.”

With the acting skills of a three-year-old, Lonnie said, “Oh, you have some leaves in your hair. Let me get them out for you.”

“Do I?” Ann swept her hand over her hair, uncaring of its neatness.

“Here.” Lonnie stood and motioned for me to come behind them. “Let me. There’s quite a few. Real tiny ones.” She pointed at Ann’s head. I could only imagine Ann was not fond of crafters, and thus would never accept the help of a healer, but I was doing this for Lonnie, so I obliged her.

I dowsed into Ann’s lumis quickly, and a picturesque garden sprawled before me. I’d seen gardenlike lumie before. Hers was all trellises and nets with climbers. I found her eyes quickly; the representative plants were completely choked out by brown vining weeds, noxious and knotted, whispering the woman had lost her sight to disease some years ago. I grabbed them by the base, uprooting them and untangling them as swiftly as possible, unsure how long Lonnie’s ruse would keep the woman occupied. I pulled free the last stem and dropped it, the magic eating it up with a puff of smoke.

Back in the shrine, I had to sit down. My few hours of sleep aside, so much magic constantly wrung out of me made me weary down to my bones.

“Oh my!” Ann suddenly exclaimed, reaching out toward the image of Hem with shaking hands. “Lonnie . . . Lonnie . . . I can see . . .”

Knowing I was no longer needed, I slid to the end of the bench and crept back toward the entrance, passing under fading flags from centuries past, stopping at a scroll of gold inlaid with mother of pearl, set behind clear glass. Etched into the scroll was a familiar prophecy: When the kingdoms of men falter, the blood of the Allmaster shall rise up, garbed as an angel of fire, and balm its people as rain to the earth.

Even the less religious knew this scripture; it had been cycled through stories for ages. I didn’t really know what it meant; there were a few interpretations as to what an “Allmaster” would consist of, many taking it to be Hem himself, or the pantheon as a whole.

“You.”

I turned at Ann’s voice, a wayward curl sticking to my eyelashes.

Ann’s eyes were clear now, but hard, and she used a cane to walk toward me, Lonnie nervously following behind. “Are you the healer?”

I glanced to Lonnie.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and I was unsure if she meant it for me or Ann. “It really is a miracle of Hem, though!”

Ann frowned. Took a moment to absorb the new shapes and colors of the room before addressing me again. “I admit I am happy to have my sight restored; it’s been three years since I lost it. But healers have passed through these walls before. I have never sought them out for a reason. I had accepted the gods’ will for me. I would not have wished it restored this way. It is sinful. You”—she pointed her cane at me—“are sinful.”

“Why?” I asked, genuinely curious. “Why is helping people so wrong?” Then, defensively, added, “The monarchy appointed me. Where is craftlock from, if not the gods?”

“Puh.” She lowered her cane. “Are you so unfamiliar with the scriptures, child? Magic seeks to replace the gods. It is wicked. It should remain forbidden. If Hem wants the young prince, he should take him.”

“Leave her be,” Ursa whispered, her words faint. They often were, when others were nearby. “Arguing will not change her heart. Only kindness will.”

I withheld a growl. I could offer to take her sight away again, but such a thing felt wrong. Cruel, to both of us. So instead I took note from my sister. “Perhaps you are right. I will study them, and reflect.”

This seemed to appease the woman, as well as surprise Lonnie. “Good. And wear your cincture, child. It’s disrespectful not to.”

I left the shrine quickly but waited outside its doors, rubbing the knots in my shoulders. As soon as Lonnie slipped out, I pulled my letter to Lissel from my pocket and pressed it into her hands.

She accepted the letter, pocketed it. “I can get you a cincture, if you want,” she offered. “My father is a priest—not here, but he’d send me one, if I asked.”

“The letter is all I need,” I assured her.

She nodded. “Good night, Nym.”

She headed toward the servants’ quarters. As I turned from the shrine, I felt that cloying sensation of being watched and scanned the atrium, noting Prince Adrinn turning away just before he strode into the shadows. I didn’t see any of his guards.

I walked slowly, trying to recall the path Lonnie had taken to bring me here. I crossed the bailey, entered the south tower. I was too exhausted to hold on to my anger, so instead, a deep sadness filled me, weighing down each step as though someone had strapped iron ingots to my shoes.

You have always been better than me, Ursa, I thought, not daring to speak the words aloud. It should have been you.

You should have been the one who lived.


Chapter 7

A week after I healed Ann, Prince Renn attended his first official castle function.

As charged, I remained ever vigilant at his side, or as close to his side as I could be without bothering my betters. I hardly noticed the dull headache behind my eyes formed from lack of sleep now, and I’d otherwise adapted to my aggressive schedule. The queen allowed me a red sash to wear as I shadowed her son, to let others know I was official, though, of course, I wasn’t given servants’ livery, so they would still recognize that I didn’t belong. I supposed all our tax money was going toward funding soldiers in the north in case of invasion. In whispers, the war was becoming more of a reality, and yet Rove Castle seemed unaffected by it.

Despite my official capacity, Queen Winvrin made it clear I was only to let myself be seen if Renn needed me, and even then, the more clandestine my administrations, the better. So obsessed was this family with the guise of power, they even had noble in their surname.

Worked for me. I hardly had any desire to prance before the nobility. Every time I saw a lord in hose or lady wearing an exuberant hat, I thought, Fifteen pieces of silver for their lives. That’s what we’re worth to them.

I thought about what I’d said regarding anger to Prince Renn and scoffed. I supposed I was a hypocrite, then.

Still, as we were about to enter the Great Hall, me two steps behind Prince Renn and his guards two steps behind me, Prince Renn paused. He kept one hand at his side and the other on his cane, gripping it tightly. Not for balance.

I watched him stare at the door; we would enter the hall from behind the throne, allowing us a moment’s privacy. The prince sucked in a slow breath. Squared his shoulders.

Did not reach for the door.

After about a minute of this, I said, “If anything, Your Highness, you will be novel. A new, fascinating person for them to admire. I don’t think you can get it wrong.”

A single chuckle bounced past his teeth. “That speaks volumes of how little you understand these people, healer.”

I frowned.

Then, so quietly I wondered if I had not been meant to hear, he added, “Even I don’t truly understand them.”

A death grip on his cane, the prince shifted back and nodded to Ard, who stepped forward and pulled the door open on his behalf.

The Great Hall was the largest room in the castle, with an open arcade a floor above. Red draperies and twin depictions of the Noblewight phoenix hung from the walls to soften the starkness of the stone. A wide red carpet hid the hard floor, lying stretched from the main entrance up to the throne. Renn made it just past the throne before his mother greeted him with a wide smile and began introducing him to those near her. Sten took a nearby position on the wall. I followed suit, ducking away a few paces from him. The morning’s event seemed a purely social one, with lords and ladies from around the country coming to enjoy food and wine and attend meetings throughout the week. King Grejor was in attendance, making this the first time I’d seen him with my own eyes. His hair was nearly white with age, his beard groomed and cut into a square, his mustache long. He wore a mink cape and fine silks, a thick, unadorned crown of gold upon his head. He sat on the throne at the front of the room, and after her introductions, his queen took the small chair beside him. His other children mingled nearby—most of the women flocked toward Princess Eden, I noted. They looked so similar from the back—all of them wore their hair long and ironed straight as per the fashion, their flat locks catching the light. Many passed curious eyes toward Prince Renn. On occasion, one would approach and introduce themselves, often with an “Oh my!” or “I’ll be!” when they learned who he was. Now and then the men encircling Prince Adrinn busted out in a guffaw of laughter, and I found myself glad for the distance between us so I could not hear whatever it was they found so amusing.

As I lingered in the shadows of the dark stone walls—made brighter by banners and draperies—my eyes bounced between the cinctures they all wore. The women, minus the queen and princess, all sported violet, while the men had an array of colors. I wondered how many here held the same sentiments as Ann. I had been taught of the gods since I was a child, and yes, I knew stories of the prophecies, fulfilled and unfulfilled, and the tales of men and women who honored and insulted the deities. I’d even occasionally gone to one of their shrines with an offering. But Ann was right; I did not read scripture. I didn’t own the scriptures. I occasionally overheard a street sermon in Grot, but few made an effort to preach in my small town of Fount. Within the same family, you might find one person truly devout, another merely well versed, and another wholly uncaring about what god lorded over what thing. I supposed I was somewhere in the middle. Well versed, but I only cared when I was desperate. When no other solution seemed available to me.

I kept my eyes on Prince Renn, watching for any change in his complexion or posture. I’d worked hard on him the last two days, into the night, to ensure he’d be as fit as possible for this event. And he’d worked hard with the doctors, building the muscles in his legs, and recently, his core. So far, he seemed hale, and I took pride in that. He appeared uncomfortable, but I’d learned it wasn’t physical discomfort ailing him, but social. I hadn’t had much occasion to see the prince interact with his peers, but I believed him to be quite shy. He fared well enough with Physician Whitestone, but tensed with the doctor’s attendants, especially when they touched him. I’d assumed he’d avoided my gaze the first couple of weeks we’d worked together not so much from haughtiness, but because I was a stranger stepping into his space, breathing his air, touching his body. One would think he’d grown used to it over the years, but that did not mean he welcomed it.

I considered this, noting his tight expression when nobles approached him, several as though he were a wild dog or circus addition, or a wight, as his name suggested. He was happy to be here, to be participating, to be doing what six weeks ago he never would have dreamed of doing. And yet this was just as hard for him as those first shaky steps, and it would continue to be until he adapted to it.

The sooner he adapted to it, the sooner I could go home. I just needed my administrations to stick.

Renn only needed to step aside twice throughout the day, into a windowless alcove where I dowsed into his lumis and smoothed cracks and relined the threads holding baubles together. He sat on a chair for the afternoon and, at Whitestone’s suggestion, opted to take dinner in his suite, where he could rest.

He was doing just that, speaking to Whitestone about the day’s progress, when I slipped from the room, hoping to sneak down to the kitchens for my own meal, since none had been brought up for me. I’d only reached the end of the corridor when a slender man, about my age, appeared around the corner, wearing the gray-and-red livery of a servant, his eyes wide with worry.

He saw me, the sash I had not yet taken off, and straightened. “You . . . are you Nym Tallowax? The healer?”

I hesitated. “I am.”

“Please, please come with me.” He kept his voice low. Genuine worry sharpened his features. “It’s Torr. He’s . . . he’s a servant here. He’s very ill. Please.”

I quickened my pace. “Take me to him.”

I followed the stranger down a narrow flight of stairs and out to the bailey, away from the kitchens and toward a row of small dormitories. The sun had not set, and the castle wall cast a menacing shadow. He took me to a narrow door.

I sensed the chill touch of death before he opened it. Oh no. So strong, and I hadn’t even seen the patient yet.

Inside, I heard choked breathing. Immediately smelled sweat and sickness.

“Here—” he began, but I pushed past him to the far bed, where a man lay in obvious agony, his face and body bloated, odd boils raised over his skin. I’d never seen such an ailment. It made Prince Renn’s suffering seem like a bad cold.

Death prickled across my skin.

“Alm help him,” I murmured.

The servant nervously kneaded his hands. “Came on so fast. He was bitten by a rat this morning, and now he’s like this. I-I didn’t know. I was on shift—”

“It’s not your fault.” I moved to the sick man’s crown and gingerly touched his sweat-soaked hair, falling into his lumis.

Oh gods, it was terrible.

His was a painting of rolling hills and cloudy skies, so lifelike one might be able to sense the wind blowing through the grass, but the art was melting, dripping, morphing its colors like it’d been doused with oil and rum. Worse yet, the edges of the lumis were obsidian black, gray tendrils seeping into the paint. I approached, willing the magic to clean the ooze away, encouraging the colors to shine through—

All at once, the painting flashed black, and a force like a sea wave crashed into me so physically that I snapped back to reality, teetered off my feet, and hit the floor.

But the servant’s attention returned to the sick man. “Torr? Torr?”

He did not need to tell me he was dead. I could not enter the lumis of a dead man. I could not stay in one, either.

I picked myself off the floor. “I’m so sorry. There wasn’t enough time.”

Tears brimmed in the servant’s eyes.

“Tell your superiors straightaway; the body needs to be removed.” I thought of Lonnie and the night we’d shared a pastry. “And kill every rat on sight, if they’re carrying something like this.”

He nodded dumbly, his eyes still on Torr.

I left the dormitory, leaving the man to grieve. Found the nearest water pump and washed my hands up to my elbows. Washed until I could barely bend my knuckles.

Then I returned to the prince’s suite, not daring to take the time to visit the kitchens. I would have to eat later, else my absence would be noted and, inevitably, punished.
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Were I the castle physician—had I been regularly healing Torr—perhaps I could have saved him in time. Not just because I would have known him and detected something off earlier, but because his lumis would have been familiar.

Those willing to seek out healing via the craft sought it from the same healer, time and time again. This was because the healer was familiar with their lumis, its individual shapes, colors, quirks. Their administrations could be swift and accurate. Had I known Prince Renn as a newborn and seen his lumis before it shattered, I would have been having a much easier time piecing it back together. Then again, I would have only been four years old at the time, and not yet aware I was a crafter at all.

I only knew because Ursa had known. Because of her, I’d discovered it in myself.

Still, were I given a true position here, incidents like Torr’s might be less frequent. I would much rather spend my days walking the castle corridors, checking up on highborn and lowborn alike, than watching doctors test Prince Renn’s legs, awaiting my turn to thumb through his beautiful but broken lumis.

From the little pieces I had secured, I could imagine what it might have looked like whole. Truly the most astonishing lumis I’d ever beheld. I wondered what his siblings’ looked like. But while they shared a parent, blood had nothing to do with the perception of a lumis. Even mine and Ursa’s had been radically different.

Sighing, I braided my hair, knowing I didn’t have the time to work through its snags, and headed toward the prince’s suite by the sliver-light of dawn. I missed my family. More than the headaches, more than the exhaustion, the absence of Brien and Lissel, Dan and Colt, Heath and Pren and Terrence pained me. Raising them had been a burden I’d never expected, and yet without it I felt like I might float off into the sky, forever reaching for them. The last eight years of my life seemed to center only on surviving, but surviving was so much easier when we did it together.

Lonnie had posted my letter. I wondered how long it would take for it to reach them, and if I’d be able to receive any response.

Like yesterday, we were back in the Great Hall, though this time the nobles divided by their sex, each lining up to talk to their matching monarch: the men to the king, the women to the queen. I scanned for Lord Fell, who oversaw Grot near Fount, but did not see him among them. For that, I was glad.

Quite early Prince Renn began to waver, so he stepped aside. I dowsed into him, repairing what I’d already set, while Whitestone gave him water and more of that tonic and whatever else I missed while inside the prince’s lumis. He returned to the Great Hall after a quarter hour, mingling and speaking as a prince ought to, impressing the other nobles with his miraculous and tenuous recovery. The room was too crowded, too noisy, for any to hear the way his lungs caught, or notice the slickness of his palm against his cane.

I lingered nearby after lunch, wishing for a chair to sit in, eyelids heavy, when I caught Prince Adrinn speaking to another man—a general, by his uniform—about the war effort. After the general left, Prince Renn, gripping his posh cane tightly, approached his brother.

“I would like to attend,” he said, his voice soft.

Prince Adrinn turned, as though ensuring his younger brother was addressing him. I rolled my eyes. “Attend what, brother? My birthday celebration is months away, yet.”

Prince Renn’s exhale was the only indication of his long suffering. “The war meeting. I would like to be present.”

“You’ve no real vote in the matter.”

“I might be ill, Adrinn, but don’t pretend like half of your ideas to Father didn’t come from my room.” Prince Renn pressed, “I am aware of my position. I would like to attend. If I better understand what befalls our country, I can make better strategy to compensate.”

A crooked smile tilted the older brother’s mouth. He planted a hand on his hip and leaned his weight onto one leg. “All right, I don’t see why not. Will you be bringing your nursemaid?” He looked over Prince Renn’s shoulder directly at me, freezing me with his icy gaze. I had not thought myself so visible. I blamed it on the red sash.

Brien on the front lines, wearing so much red . . .

“Do not trouble yourself with my attendants.”

“Spoken diplomatically.” Prince Adrinn clapped a hand on Prince Renn’s shoulder, nearly knocking him off-balance. “See you then. Ten o’clock sharp in the war room.”

He sauntered off and was almost immediately met with a lordling from another family.

For a moment, my vision blurred.

I closed my eyes, rubbing my fingertips into my forehead. I was so very tired. There was no point dowsing into myself to mend exhaustion like this. In truth, it would only make it worse. The craft had its own kind of fatigue, and it mingled with that of the demands of the castle. Was Lonnie bathing tonight? I couldn’t remember. I would have to pass, if she were. I needed as much sleep as I could get. Perhaps, if the prince was feeling well at dinner, I could beg to be excused early. If the queen was not present, I might be able to convince him. He was equitable enough, when alone.

When I opened my eyes, I saw Prince Renn watching me, a frown creasing his forehead. But then two young women no older than Lissel approached him with nervous smiles, calling his attention away.

Later, as servants set the tables for the nobility’s dinner, I caught sight of Lonnie and begged her for a stolen morsel to eat; I could not eat with the servants, in case Renn’s health faltered. Already I had dowsed into him twice since his patronizing talk with his brother. I was not especially hungry, but I thought eating might keep my energy up. Today had been a struggle.

She could not return until the footmen arrived with wine jugs. She passed by me, sneaking me a slice of bread and a piece of cheese with the same sleight of hand she’d used to pilfer that pastry, and I thanked her, turning my back to the hall to eat as quickly as I could.

It helped, for a time. In truth, I’d thought myself accustomed to this rigorous schedule, but I had not felt so deep a weariness since my parents and Ursa died.

At one point, standing and leaning against the wall during dinner, I dozed off. Ard elbowed me awake, and the constant headache behind my eyes zipped to the back of my head. I felt overwarm, likely due to the number of candles lit. Prince Renn was one of the first to leave, and he, along with Whitestone, met me in the corridor. I dowsed into him, smoothing the cracks, barely able to keep my arms up.

“Your hands are cold,” Prince Renn remarked. Whitestone distracted him with tonic and an ear trumpet pressed above his sternum.

We returned to his suite. I allotted myself the audacity to pour myself a drink from the pitcher in the salon, something I’d never done before. If anyone noticed, they didn’t remark upon it.

I felt truly terrible.

“Your Highness!” Whitestone called suddenly, and I whirled around, nearly dropping the cup. The prince must have fallen, or started to; Whitestone had caught him and, with Sten and Ard running to his side, lowered him to the sofa. Prince Renn pressed a hand to his head.

The physician looked up and barked at me, “Well? Make yourself useful!”

“It’s vertigo,” Prince Renn answered as I shuffled over. He cursed beneath his breath. “Will I never be free of this?”

I dowsed quickly, the magic draining me further, and pulled away within seconds. “It’s passed.”

“But there is more work to be done,” the prince insisted, twisting to look at me. He’d lost some of the color in his cheeks. “There is always more to be done.”

I thought I might cry at the words.

“Get him abed,” Whitestone said, and Ard and Sten helped him to his bedchamber, the prince insisting he walk, though he leaned heavily on his guards. Once changed and in bed, he summoned me.

I wiped my forehead. I was sweating. Why was I sweating?

“Healer,” he called, and I quickened my pace to his bed. “I need you to work through the night.”

For a moment, words failed me, my lips no more useful than two dying fish smacking together. “Please, Your Highness,” I said, voice quiet though I did not mean it to be, “I am dreadfully tired. I would like to retire. I can resume your healing in the morning.”

He shook his head. “I need you now. I need this sorted out, before it can get worse. I must be in the war room tomorrow morning. For myself, for my father, and for my country.”

I swallowed against a tight throat. “I can report at the first break of light. That will give us hours before the appointment. Please.”

He sat up straighter. “I should not have to explain myself to you, and yet here I am. You do not understand how important this is. How long I’ve waited to be included in these matters, to be seen as a human being and a man to these people. How utterly difficult my existence has been. I understand you cannot fathom it, but try to comprehend—”

“Can’t fathom it?” I snapped, a burst of angry energy zipping up my ribs. “What I cannot fathom is the utter privilege in which you demand these things from myself and others. Seen as human? I’ve been treated as less than a dog since arriving here!”

His eyes widened. “How dare you speak to me in such a manner. I am a future king of Cansere!”

“If all the others die, of course you will be.” I could not stop my tongue from its lashing. My heartbeat pounded in my skull. “If you don’t want to be viewed as a petulant child, then stop acting like one.”

His teeth snapped together. “I will have you thrown in the dungeon.”

“Go ahead,” I countered. “You need me, Renn. And yes, you’re right—I don’t know what it’s like to be you, to be so completely shattered and shunted away as you have been. But you are a damned fool to assume that neither I nor anyone else hasn’t faced adversity. You are not the only person who suffers hard things!”

My tongue felt too thick in my mouth. I sucked in air and found it hard to do so. Took a stumbling step away from the bed.

I realized I was not merely tired, but ill. Very ill. My thoughts swept back to Torr. Just beneath my skin, I felt the faintest tickle of death. I hadn’t sensed it in myself. Death had become such an intimate part of me, I hadn’t even noticed.

“Healer?” the prince’s voice asked. He sounded far away.

I fisted my hands, trying to dowse into myself, but the magic sparked and snuffed in my mind. Too little, too weak, too late.

I blinked, seeing two, then three of Prince Renn. Three of his bed, three of his windows. The room began to spin.

“Nym?” he asked, and I didn’t even get the opportunity to appreciate the sound of my name on his lips.

The floor rushed up at me, and all the world went black.


Chapter 8

I dreamed many dreams.

It seemed I dreamed of everyone I ever knew, of my parents and Ursa, my siblings, friends, customers. I dreamed of the Noblewights and Lonnie and Physician Whitestone, of Torr and the man who had so desperately tried to save him. I even dreamed of Vin and Ford and Lord Fell, and woke with nightmares clouding my eyes.

I thought, at first, I was back in my room—so much of the keep had the same stone-pieced, dark-gray ceiling. My first thought was Get up, you need to report, but I realized the smells were wrong, and the lighting was wrong. And, when I turned my head and saw Whitestone’s profile across the room, I hesitated, wondering whether I had woken up at all.

He did not notice me, not at first. I blinked, taking stock of myself. I lay in one of the four beds in the infirmary, though the other three had been pushed as far from my own as the room would allow, the farthest—nearly pressed against the door—held a soldier, sitting upright on it. His uniform had markings of red on the shoulders but not the chest—a lieutenant, perhaps. Whitestone was wrapping his wrist.

Lifting a hand, I rubbed my eyes. Other than thirst, I felt . . . fine. Perfectly normal. I recalled quickly the events of . . . Was it the night before? I strained my mind, but my last memory was of Prince Renn in his bed, leaning forward and calling my name. Had I passed out, then?

I sat up, the bed creaking as I did so, alerting the two others in the room of my presence. I dowsed my own lumis. Everything appeared normal.

“They healed you,” Ursa whispered, almost imperceptible.

I considered that. “Am I the only healer at the castle?”

Whitestone harrumphed and finished with his patient before answering me. “The only one the queen deigns to keep. You were too far gone for my medicines; they called in one from the city this morning.” He looked at me, his expression darker than usual. Something was off, something that made gooseflesh rise along my back. “If you’re well, then free up the bed. You’re to report to His Highness immediately.”

I stood carefully, ensuring I would not be lightheaded. The healer they’d called had done a good job. Feeling cheeky, I asked, “Is it Prince Adrinn or Prince Renn I’m to report to?”

He scowled at me, and I left.

I looked out the window in the corridor: midafternoon. So I’d been asleep through the night and all the next morning. Given the healer was not there when I awoke, he must have tended me earlier, and afterward, my body demanded the sleep it had been deprived of. I truly had not felt so well since my first day here.

And despite my restored health, that made me angry.

I was a healer. I never got sick, because when I did, I could dowse into myself and clear it away easily. Even a fast-moving illness like what Torr had shouldn’t have nearly killed me. And yet it had, because my exhaustion was so overwhelming that I hadn’t noticed the symptoms.

These people pulled me away from my home, enslaved me in their castle, and then didn’t even have the decency to keep me healthy. To allow me proper nutrition and proper rest. Was my life worth so little, or was this some obscure means of control? Then again, the Noblewights might genuinely not recognize the consequences of their actions. If that were the case, ignorance was little balm.

At least they valued me enough to call in a crafter.

I also worried—if that had been the same sickness that had claimed Torr, I did not want to pass it on to anyone else. I wasn’t sure the delicate prince could handle such a disease.

I took the tower stairs up, anger fueling my steps, passing two maids as I went. They quickly averted their eyes, unintelligible whispers echoing off the stone walls after they passed. I frowned, then forgot them, focused on my own frustration. Wondering what creative way Queen Winvrin might find to punish me for failing to report at dawn today. Piecing together an assortment of vile things I might spew at her and her son for their obvious neglect.

I’d spoken truth to the prince, before. He needed me.

This torment . . . it had to end. I would not allow this to happen again.

Fortunately for her, the queen was not in the suite. When I knocked, Ard answered. He nodded at me, but moved a little more stiffly. I sensed something off about Sten, as well, but Prince Renn, leaning over the danerin board, quickly rose to his feet at my arrival.

And then dropped back down, coughing blood into his palm, unable to get a handkerchief swiftly enough. Sten and I rushed to the stack of them at the same time; I reached them first and handed one to the prince. Sten brought over the washbasin and set it on the table.

I dug up enough kindness to wait for the prince to stop coughing before I launched at him. “What in the gods’ hell were—”

He grasped my forearm with his clean hand. “Sit,” he rasped.

Grinding my teeth, I turned, but my stool was not available.

“On the sofa,” he added, pulling me down.

My rage puffed, a lid taken off a boiling pot, steam dissipating into the air. I had been in the castle for a month and a half and had never sat on this sofa, save that first day, and then the queen had immediately barked at me to get off.

It felt peculiar, sinking into it. As though my body had never before known a cushion. “Why?”

Folding the handkerchief and setting it aside, Renn washed his hands. “It’s more comfortable, is it not?”

I gawked at him. Who was this man, and what had he done with the prince?

I lifted my hands to dowse into him, then pulled back. “Why are you acting like this?”

A soft flush crossed the bridge of his nose. “I just . . . I realized . . .” He glanced away. Rubbed the back of his neck. Exhaled, the breath clipping twice in his chest. Softer, he managed, “Last night. It won’t happen again.”

That . . . that was almost an apology. No nobleman had ever apologized to me. Even after the accident in Grot, no one had apologized to me.

A fleeting thank-you, my given name, and now a near apology. I wasn’t sure how to decipher them.

He looked at me, tense and unsure, and I wondered if he realized his mask was down. If he wanted me to see him like that, or if he’d slipped. And then I recognized his mother was not in the room. Neither was his brother or sister, or any other noble or servant. Only his guards, and they were just as much shadows as I was. We were, in a sense, alone. Perhaps that was why Renn was able to make this clumsy, limited confession of wrongdoing. There was no one nearby to correct him. To judge him.

I cleared my throat. “May I?”

He glanced at me, gestured weakly to himself. I touched him just under the jaw and dowsed.

His lumis was more or less how I’d left it—I repaired the cluster representing his legs first, then tended to the other half-formed pieces of him, soothing angry spots, lifting a few baubles that had fallen. I noticed a small pooling of charcoal gray on the far edge of the pile—Torr’s ailment, I guessed. I was often in close proximity to the prince, and I’d used one of his water cups yesterday. Sickness tended to spread in such manners. I cleared the illness away.

Returning to reality, I heard Renn take in a deep breath, as though I’d lifted a weight from his chest. “I would like to check your guards,” I said, “to ensure my illness did not spread to them.”

Ard tensed at this.

“Please do.” Prince Renn met Ard’s eyes with a hard glare of his own, something undecipherable passing between them.

I hesitated. “Is there something I should know?”

“No,” both Ard and Prince Renn said at once.

Assuming odd talk had transpired about me in my absence, I went to Sten first. His lumis was a great pyramid, a little taller than me, and hale. Retreating from him, I went to Ard, whose lumis was a pattern of knots, almost like a pinwheel made of nets. I found some softness in one of the knots and banished it, then soothed something I thought might have been bladder pain before snapping back to the suite and returning to Renn’s side. On the sofa. That would take some getting used to.

“Thank you, for calling on the healer.”

He nodded. “We knew where to find him; he was one of the first to work with me.”

I need not wonder why the Noblewights struggled to find a healer to help the prince—so few of us had any means of honing our abilities even when the ban on crafters was lifted; the residual stigma kept us from trading experiences or opening schools. I did not point this out, however. “The war meeting—”

“I did not attend.” His shoulders slumped.

“You are not terribly ill.” I looked him over like a doctor might, despite having just dowsed into him.

He glanced up, at Ard again, and the guard stepped out of the salon with the silence of a cat. Sten remained.

“I did not wish to be publicly ill,” he confessed, quieter.

I searched his face, waiting for more. “I hate to be the one to tell you this, Your Highness, but the public is quite aware you are sick. The draft letter was no surprise to me, and I live all the way out in Fount.”

“I am a prince of Cansere,” he stated, as though I had forgotten. “I do not want to look weak among the strongest of our men. This illness”—he looked at his hands—“even with your administrations, it is unpredictable. I never know when, or what, will strike.”

I considered this. “If I may speak freely.”

He scoffed. “Now you ask?”

A smile tempted my lips. “Unfortunately, being ill is part of who you are. It has been a part of your life since the beginning. You have to accept that. I cannot promise you’ll ever be perfectly healthy, no matter how diligently I work with you.”

His spine bent.

“However,” I pressed, “it is not all of who you are. Just as being the third-born of King Grejor is not all of who you are. You are patient, you are dedicated, you are well read. And you’re an absolutely terrible danerin player.”

He snorted. Waited a few heartbeats before replying, “I’m impressed you noticed.”

“I am often the one on the other side of the board.”

“Not the game, Nym,” he said, startling me with the second use of my name. “The rest.”

I mulled over my response. “I think there is a lot about you that others fail to notice, Your Highness. I think there is a lot you fail to notice, as well.”

He frowned. “You underestimate how much time I’ve spent with myself.”

“It’s not a matter of time spent,” I replied carefully, “but the quality of it.” I worried my lip. “Your Highness . . . do you like yourself?”

He pulled back as though I’d presented him with a snake. The air between us seemed to thicken. Even Sten tensed. After a moment a fraction too long to feel casual, he retorted, “What an insipid question.”

I eyed him the way I eyed Colt when I knew he was lying. But there seemed nothing left to say, and I did not know how far I could stretch the day’s grace, so I picked up the soiled basin of water and placed it on its table in the corner. As I returned, the prince said, “I’ll have you know I beat both Sten and Ard at danerin just this morning.”

I glanced up at Sten, who shrugged a single shoulder. “Did you win, or did they let you win?”

Twisting, the prince looked at Sten, who stared straight ahead as though he were guarding the front door of the keep.

“In regard to your illness”—I drew his attention back to me—“I would like to meet with other healers. I assume there are some in the city who have tried dowsing into you.”

He hesitated. “Yes, we started the search here. But they were unable to help me.”

“But they may have insights or other experiences that could help me,” I pressed. “If you could summon them to the castle, allow me to meet with them, I might be able to find a new means of curing you.”

He looked skeptical.

“A hive cannot function with only one bee,” I said.

Raising an eyebrow, he said, “An interesting metaphor. I haven’t read much on bees.” He contemplated for a few seconds. “All right. I’ll see it done.”

The door opened then, Ard holding it as a footman stepped in with a tray of meats, cheeses, and fruits. Prince Renn moved the danerin board, and the footman set the tray down, bowing deeply before wordlessly vanishing the way he’d come.

“I’m sure you’re hungry,” the prince offered, thumbing a grape. “You should eat.”

I stared at him, again questioning if I was truly awake or not. When I did not answer nor move, he looked over at me, expectant.

“That?” I gestured to the tray. “Here? Now?” How hard did I hit my head last night?

He looked crestfallen. “Please sit. Do not make me explain my negligence to you.”

Seemed that grace was going to stretch a long way.

I cautiously moved toward the tray. Sat. Took a piece of cheese, and to my shock, the queen didn’t barge in and slap it out of my hand.

“Thank you,” I murmured.

He nodded and did not meet my eyes.
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After our meal, which was the second-best food I’d had in Rove after Lonnie’s filched pastry, I dowsed into Renn for a solid hour, working through the pieces of him, breaking when Whitestone arrived to take him for a walk. He tied light weights around Renn’s ankles once we reached the castle grounds to better strengthen his legs, and I trailed behind with Sten. We passed a groundskeeper—or maybe he was a stable hand—and he gave me the same odd look as the maids in the tower. As Ard.

“Why is everyone acting so strangely around me? Is fainting so off-putting?”

Sten shrugged his usual shrug, not answering me. I feared I knew what it might be, if rumor truly spread through the castle so swiftly, but I did not voice it. I dowsed into Prince Renn once more before we returned to his suite, at which point he said something I never could have anticipated coming from his lips.

“You’re excused for the day.”

I stood near the pitcher and basin—which had been cleaned and refilled—with my mouth hanging open. When I did not move, he repeated himself. “You’re excused for the day.”

I looked out the window. The sun wasn’t even setting. It couldn’t have been later than seven o’clock.

I fumbled with my words. “Are . . . you sure?”

The intense blueness of his eyes met mine. “I will send for you if and when I need you. Else I expect you in the morning.”

Not wanting him to rescind the offer, I departed quickly, adjusting my red sash as I went. I supposed I would eat in the kitchens today, something I’d yet to do. But there was something else nagging at me, something I would use my newfound freedom to confirm, first. A girlish jubilation rose in me as I went, my step light. Ursa, I should have poisoned myself a month ago, if this would be the outcome.

I crossed the bailey without problem, but got several odd looks as I got closer to the barracks. Not the same as the ones I’d received previously, I did not think, but more so because I was a woman, especially one without livery, winding into barracks of male soldiers. Still, I kept my head high, searching faces and seeing none familiar. Finding a man with less red on his uniform, as well as the emblem of a phoenix on his shoulder, I approached respectfully. “Sir, I beg your pardon, but is Brien Tallowax stationed here?”

“You were sent to find him,” Ursa suggested.

“He’s being summoned,” I tacked on.

He eyed my sash, likely trying to place me and coming up short. “It’s not familiar.” He sighed, like I was interrupting something. “One moment.”

I tried not to bounce on my toes as he crossed the path and entered a stoutly erected tent. I waited nearly ten minutes before he returned. “Your instructions must be wrong, miss,” he said, dashing the slivers of my remaining hope. “I’ve no record of a Tallowax here.”

Pasting on a smile, I curtsied. “Thank you for your time.”

I headed back, angling toward the kitchen.

“Maybe he’ll transfer here,” Ursa offered.

“Even if he did,” I spoke under my breath, “I hardly doubt my liege’s good graces will last long enough for me to see him.”

When I reached the lesser dining hall and the long table where the servants ate, I noticed a couple of them behaving unusually, avoiding my eyes or leaning into each other to whisper. Not all did, however, and I spotted Lonnie, who greeted me cheerfully.

“Nym! You’re here!”

“I’m here.” I smiled. “I’m finally here.”

It wasn’t home, but it was an improvement. I got a bowl of soup and a hard roll, then sat across from Lonnie and the man who had fetched me to heal Torr, named Kilg. I was relieved to see him—he’d had more exposure to his friend than anyone else, but he seemed well.

Lonnie told me about her day, about someone falling into the laundry and her trip into town for salt, and the normalcy of the conversation settled on me like a warm blanket. I listened raptly, enjoying the banter between her and Kilg. I offered my condolences to the latter when Lonnie rose to clear her dishes.

“I appreciate you came at all,” he confessed. “I know you are devoted to His Highness Prince Renn at all times.”

“I am happy to help. I worry Torr was contagious. Have you felt well these last few days?”

He nodded. “Killed four rats, too.”

“May I?”

He hesitated, but extended his hand across the table. “I’m not sure how—”

I touched his finger and dowsed into him, his lumis like a miniature city made of ice, the tallest building coming to my hip. I looked over him but saw no sign of the illness. Relieved, I let myself fall out and retracted my hand.

“You look well.”

“What does it look like?” he asked.

I explained it to him as Lonnie returned, and she then asked me how her own lumis compared. I explained the set of scales to her, then soon had another man and woman sidling up beside me, asking me to describe their lumie. I felt a little like a show pony, but I was so happy to be among other servants I obliged, telling the first he was a painting, not too dissimilar from Torr’s, and the second she was a collection of cairns carefully balanced. I straightened one of them, and when I released her, she tilted her head to one side. “My back feels better. Did you do that?”

It did not surprise me that the servants accepted my craft more easily than the nobility did; we came from humble means and welcomed any help we could get. Healing was a gift, and I would never let anyone convince me otherwise, not even the overtly devout Ann, who loved her gods more than her own sight. My talent affronted a maid, who turned down my offer to check her. Those who had been whispering about me when I entered had left.

The man with the painting, Kard, lingered after the others had taken away their dishes, Lonnie having offered to return mine. They all had work yet to do, leaving me with an hour or two to do as I pleased, and I hadn’t the foggiest idea how I would spend them. He said, “It really is miraculous, that you can do that. That the prince is walking again.”

“Thank you.” I stood; he stood as well.

“I’m free for the night,” he offered. “There’s a new candy shop that opened—”

“No,” I said, perhaps too sternly, the way he half choked as I interrupted him. “Thank you, but no.” Never. I hadn’t so much as considered a man since Ford, and I never planned to again. Not look at one, not touch one, not think about one. I couldn’t if I wanted to. My mind . . . it just didn’t work that way. Not anymore.

I turned and left the kitchens without looking back and determined to go to my room, since I didn’t know where else to be, and I still didn’t have a wage to take into town. I passed a lamplighter bringing sconces to life as I entered the keep and climbed the stairs to my corridor. I’d just stepped into the tight hallway leading to my chamber when a middle-aged woman asked, “Nym Tallowax?”

I paused, studying her. I didn’t recognize her. She had a row of pins stuck in the shoulder of her dress—black and red, but not standard livery—a violet cincture around her waist, and a measuring tape around her neck. Her hair was hastily pulled into a bun.

“Can I help you?”

“I just came from your room. I’m to measure you.”

“Oh.” My skeleton grew a little lighter. I was finally going to get a uniform. “Right this way, then.”

I led her back to my door, into the tiny space with its sagging bed, the bag of all my possessions, the wooden tub—

I gaped at the new edition, which ate up a full quarter of the room. Water filled it halfway. Water which would have had to be carried up bucket by bucket. And there was a pitcher and basin on my windowsill.

In the space of a day, I went from stolen cold baths in the middle of the night to another servant hauling a tub into my room.

“What on Salm’s green earth?” I whispered, stepping up to the tub’s lip. The water was lukewarm, and next to it sat a little ceramic tray with soap and hair oil on it.

Ursa, what is happening?

“Miss Tallowax?”

“I . . . sorry.” I backed away from the tub like it was an apparition only I could see. “That . . . that is new.”

The seamstress smiled. “It’s good to be taken care of when you’re so far from the servants’ dormitories. May I?”

She didn’t ask me to undress, merely measured me at my shoulders, bust, and waist, then my height, pursing her lips when she finished.

“I’m sure I have something that will fit. I’ll see to it. Good night, Miss Tallowax.”

I bid her the same, then spent the next five minutes staring at the tub. Smelling the hair oil and soap, wondering if they were poisoned and this was how Whitestone planned to finally off me. But it seemed . . . fine. Had the queen realized how mortal I was and decided to minimize my suffering?

Had Prince Renn ordered this?

Well, I was not one to turn away an altar offering, as the saying went.

For the next half hour I sat in the water, not minding the cool temperature in the slightest, taking the time to scrub between my toes and behind my ears, carefully disentangling my unruly locks. After, while they were still wet, I carefully combed hair oil through them and separated the curls into segments, twisting each around my fingers to shape them. Taming my hair had always been an arduous process, but I hadn’t had nice hair since I left Fount, so I treated myself.

When I’d finished, I tied up my heavy mane with the hair sash I’d brought from home and gazed out my window until twilight, learning the grounds that I could see from it, for I’d had no time to enjoy the view, then wondered if I could glean a book from Renn’s suite or the library, for I was sure the castle had one. I would have to ask Lonnie. Then again, I dared not assume today would become routine; it might have been a singular break in an unending line of work, so I determined to cherish it while I could.
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My brain and body remembered their task; I woke right at dawn the next day. Finger-combed my hair, brushed my teeth, pulled on my shoes.

When I opened my door, a brown linen package sat in front of it.

Curious, I brought it to the bed, opening it to find two dresses within. This must have been left by the seamstress. I’d thought I was getting livery, and still wished I was, but the first dress I pulled out was rather lovely, something any middle-class woman in Rove might don, with loose long sleeves for the summer, laces over the bust, and deep pockets in a simple skirt. The color of almond flesh, with a round neck simply hemmed. The second was similar, a cool, pale gray with a little ruffling where the sleeves connected to the bodice. Beneath the two dresses was a violet cincture for Zia. Zia, the goddess over women. Not Alm, the god of healing. It shouldn’t have bothered me. By all means, violet would help me blend in. But bother me it did. Still, I would not bite the hand that fed me.

I put on the first dress. It fit nearly perfectly. Better than the ones I already had. While modest, the neckline cut lower than what I usually wore, and the waist cinched in. The skirt flowed nicely around my legs, perfect for a summer day. I wished I had a mirror. Grateful, I donned my red sash and made my way to the prince’s suite.

Sten stood just outside the door when I arrived, leaning back against the wall, arms folded, head tipped all the way forward, dozing. I did not sneak up on him; he roused as I approached. Did a double take as though ensuring I was who he thought I was.

“Good morning,” I offered.

He nodded. “He’s not here.”

I paused. “Pardon? Has Whitestone claimed him so early?”

“Doctor arrived from Antsan,” he answered. “And the other healer draftee arrived last night.”

My stomach fell. “For Prince Renn?”

He lifted an eyebrow at the stupid question.

“I see,” I managed, not sure how to process this information. “Am I needed?”

“When he returns, which should be midmorning. Doctors tend to take their time.”

I hadn’t realized the conscription had continued on, despite my appointment. Queen Winvrin claimed I’d done more for her son than twenty years’ worth of healers, but apparently I was not doing enough.

Nodding, I wandered away, a little stupefied, eventually finding my way to the kitchen. Porridge again, but Lonnie was there and split another pilfered pastry, though it didn’t taste as good as the first. Still, I took my time and asked her about a library—yes, there was one, but no, the servants didn’t have access to it except to clean.

I spent the rest of the morning exploring the castle, sticking mostly to the bailey, learning the shops there, meeting the blacksmith, avoiding the stables. I looked out an arrow slit into the city, framed on the far edges by sunlit aspens, and wondered if I would finally be able to head home. I desperately wanted to return, even if I had to walk the whole way on foot, but I hated the feeling of leaving my work unfinished.

Midmorning I returned to the prince’s suite. Another guard stood outside, one I didn’t recognize. He started to open the door for me, then must have recognized me, for he let go of the door and stepped back as I neared, unease flitting across his features. Just as it had with the servants in the kitchens and the groundskeeper outside and the maids in the hall. Even Ard and Sten had acted oddly. Ignoring him, I opened the door myself. When I entered, Prince Renn sat in one of his chairs, and the queen occupied his couch—I assumed it was her guard who failed to open the door for me.

Their conversation died as I approached. Like Sten had this morning, Renn seemed to give me a second look, staring at me like I was King Adoel Nicosia himself. Did kempt hair and a nice dress alter me so much?

I recalled Prince Adrinn and his comment about my attractiveness, or lack thereof. Apparently they did.

I curtsied. “Might I speak, Your Majesty?”

She looked me over, head to toe, twice. “So, you did have it in you to be hygienic. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

I suddenly doubted the bath had been a gift from the queen. Ignoring her pointless jab, I asked, glancing to the prince, “I heard there was a doctor from Antsan this morning, and that the draft for healers has continued. Are my administrations not sufficient?”

Prince Renn opened his mouth, but his mother spoke before he could.

“I will never stop searching for my son’s cure.” Her tone was hard, as though I’d insulted her. “I will rake this country from border to border, even into Sesta and the ends of the eastern continent if I must. You have abated much of his foulness, but if there is better, I will find it. Do not get comfortable, healer.”

I hadn’t been comfortable for the majority of my forced stay, but I didn’t say as much.

Prince Renn added, “They weren’t helpful, so I would appreciate your assistance today.”

The sensation that swirled through me at the news confused me. Disappointment, that I would not be going home. Relief, that I could work a little longer. Relief I would not have felt only a few days ago.

Renn shifted on his seat. “The healers you requested have been summoned.”

The queen made a derisive snort. “As unhelpful as today’s.” She stood and brushed off her skirts. “We’ve lost precious hours, so get back to work immediately.”

Prince Renn pinched the bridge of his nose. “She’s not a dog, Mother.”

That gave the queen pause. Only a day and a half ago I’d nearly shouted at the prince that I was treated as less than a dog. I wondered if the comment had stuck with him. Wondered if my illness had made him realize he needed me, and the failure of this new doctor and healer drove that home.

Well, it was about damn time.

The queen sniffed. “Even dogs earn their keep. I will see you at dinner.” Without further comment to me, she strode from the room.

I hesitantly approached the sofa, only sitting when the prince gestured for me to do so. “She talks about you as though you’re not in the room,” I said.

“She’s merely anxious. She means well.” He coughed, but it didn’t produce.

“Does she?”

But he nodded. “My family is all I have. The gods glued them to me at birth, and they have stayed by my side, my mother especially. Even Adrinn still checks up on me.”

I wouldn’t call the elder prince’s occasional visit checking up on, but I was in a good mood, so I held my tongue.

“You’re walking into court now,” I offered. “Mingling with other lords and ladies, some local. I know it’s not your favorite pastime, but you’re allowed to expand your relationships.”

He tilted his head slightly, regarding me. “Is it so obvious that I don’t enjoy it?”

I rolled my lips together. “Not so obvious, Your Highness. Shall I begin? I wouldn’t mind standing for a bit.”

He acquiesced, so I came around to the back of his chair. Before I touched him, however, he said, “Tell me about your family.”

The personal question twisted my tongue. “I . . . It is not a short answer.”

“Go on.”

The sudden interest, the sudden kindness, made me feel off-kilter, but I obliged. “I am the oldest of eight. Surviving, that is. My brother, just under me, is a soldier, now. He’s about your age. My sister Lissel is running the household while I’m away. Then there’s Dan, who’s an apprentice to the local tanner, and Colt, who is the most unruly boy of my acquaintance.”

I thought I caught a soft chuckle from the prince.

“Beneath him are Heath and Pren. They’re twins, eleven years old. And the baby, Terrence. He’s . . .” A cold feeling came over me. “Nine.” I missed Terrence’s birthday.

Homesickness struck me hard and true, right in my center. Words built on my tongue. So you need to send me back. Yet I could not voice it, not when the prince had inquired so kindly. Not when this extended branch of peace was still young and green. So I let the admonition die on my tongue and swallowed it.

“Your parents?”

“They died when I was sixteen.” A lump formed in my throat. Eight years later, and it still hurt to think about it. I still carried my mother’s knife, one of the few things of value she’d left behind. A little four-inch blade with a citrine embedded in the handle. I leaned against the back of the chair, my thumb just grazing his shoulder. “We were shopping in Grot. Lord Fell must have been in quite a hurry, because his carriage killed both of them, and my sister, when it hit.” I settled my fingertips on his crown. “But he gave us five silver pieces for each of their heads and let me personally haul their bodies back home, so all is well.”

The room fell eerily silent. I hoped he didn’t notice the tremble in my hands when I dowsed into him, desperate to focus on my work. If the prince responded, I did not hear it.
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I worked hard and long that day, grateful for the distraction. And as a way of saying thank you for my remarkably improved treatment, for I could not think of any but Prince Renn who would do such a thing. Even Prince Renn’s demeanor had softened toward me. I fit together a few more of his broken pieces and, thinking of holiday berry garlands, had the thought to try stringing a few of the baubles together, to better hold them in place. Not ones that looked similar, but felt similar. The more whole ones seemed to vibrate in my palm, playing a note into my flesh like a tuning fork. When Prince Renn again excused me for dinner, his color was good, his bones straight, his breathing even. I had done well today.

Still, as he went into his bedroom to change for the meal, I lingered in the suite, glancing over the multitude of books littering it, reading their titles. If rumors had spread even to the prince’s guard, then surely they had spread to him as well. And while I was grateful he did not subtly ostracize me as others had begun to do, I wanted answers. I had never been one to suffer quietly, and I was not about to start.

When the prince re-emerged with Sten, bringing his cane with him, his blue-eyed gaze immediately fell to me. “Nym?”

I stood. “Might I speak to you privately, Your Highness? I will be brief.”

Curiosity softened his eyes. He murmured something to Sten, who stepped out into the corridor, leaving the two of us alone.

“Is something bothering you?” he asked.

“More so I would like to know what’s bothering the others. They have acted strangely since my recovery, and I thought you might know why.”

A sort of stillness overcame him. Dread, perhaps. He took a moment to contemplate before answering. “The healer, the one from Rove,” he answered. “He came to heal you, and reported to me directly. He said . . . He told me there was something wrong with you.”

My stomach tightened. “Wrong with me?”

His grip tightened on his cane. “I do not mean to repeat—”

“Please do,” I interrupted. “Precisely what he said.” That I’m sure both Ard and Sten overheard, for the prince was never without his shadows.

He sighed through his nose. “I’ve never read a book on craftlock, so I’ve nothing to compare it to. But he said your lumis was off. ‘Macabre and unnatural’ was his exact phrasing, I believe.”

I’d worried as much. I’d promised I would be brief, but I still took a few seconds to collect my thoughts. “I see. You can send me away, if it bothers you.” I would rejoice over the dismissal, and yet I feared it at the same time. We still had so much left to do. It would be like abandoning the hive’s brood box before putting in its frames.

“I won’t.” He leaned on his cane. “The more I think on it, the less it surprises me that you’re different. You’re the only person who’s been able to help me.” He gestured to his upright form, as though I had somehow missed it. Still, turning the cane against his palm, he asked, “Do you know what he meant? What’s so . . . different . . . between your lumis and the next?”

I felt Ursa then, as though she stood beside me.

I summoned a smile and shook my head. “Perhaps he was simply out of practice.” I curtsied. “Please, if the dinner tires you, call on me. I will not be far.”

I left, and as I approached the tower, Ursa whispered, “It’s not so bad.”

“It is what it is,” I whispered. “Let us just hope others think the way the prince does, and I don’t become a complete pariah.”
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I ate with Lonnie again in the kitchens; if she’d heard the rumor about my “macabre” lumis, she didn’t mention it, and neither did I. After finishing our stew and scrubbing our dishes, we headed out into the bailey. She was telling me a story of how the cook scared off the onion boy, when Death exhaled against the skin of my neck, raising the fine hairs there.

I froze. Lonnie paused. “What’s wrong?”

“Give me your hand.” I reached for her, terrified she’d gotten the rat sickness, when a sudden clanking of chains reached my ears. I turned just as the heavy portcullis of the northern gate slammed down as soldiers filtered through. It pinned one of them with a loud bang!

The man’s scream chilled me to my very bones.

Lonnie and I rushed toward the scene, but other soldiers flocked, and then servants and other castle denizens emerged to see what the noise was, building onto the growing throng. Lonnie had gone white as parchment; I forced her to sit down before diving into the crowd. From the east, I heard Physician Whitestone barking, “Get back, get back!”

Bodies pushed together, craning to get a better look. Voices formed a cacophony throughout the bailey. “Move, please,” I called, pressing between people. When they didn’t budge, I began throwing elbows. “In Alm’s name I said move!”

Few heard me, but all felt my blows. I got called a few nasty names and received a few curses as I wound my way to the gate. Death was so strong it choked me. The portcullis had skewered the soldier through the thigh, his face looking like a corpse’s already. Blood pooled beneath him. Another soldier stood at the winch that would raise the gate, while two others held on to the portcullis itself, as though they would lift it up. They didn’t move it, however. I was no doctor, but if the soldier was bleeding out this quickly, I knew that moving the piece of iron stuck in his thigh would only speed up the process.

Whitestone pulled a saw from the bag at his hip. He was going to amputate.

“Wait!” I cried, and ran toward them, skinning my knees as I dropped at the soldier’s head. “Let me, let me!”

“He is dying!” Whitestone barked, and even tried to push me away.

Lowering myself to the soldier’s head, making myself smaller and denser, I withstood the physician and dowsed.

What I saw before me was a hallway of doors and heavy locks, dangling keys. The locks were undone, the doors swinging open, the black of death darkening the edges of the lumis, gray tendrils reaching down to pollute the rest of it.

I ran, grabbing door handles and pulling doors shut, meeting resistance with the third and fourth. I threw my weight into them, then my magic, drawing on hers, urging their hinges closed. Snapping locks in place and turning their keys, forbidding them from opening again. Another door opened behind me; I drew in so much magic it made me dizzy, commanding it closed again, then continued down the line. The lumis trembled, the gray wavered, but I kept going, screaming in my other self, “Raise it! Raise it!”

The gray tendrils blackened and crept inward. The doors shuddered. I grabbed two at a time and heaved, drawing them closed, shutting their locks. I threw their keys down the hallway, forbidding them from reopening again. Door after door, lock after lock, until the gray lightened and receded, the lumis calmed, and I knew I had saved him.

Coming back to myself, I barely had time to turn my head before I vomited on the ground. The crowd honored me with a subtle groan of disgust, followed by murmurs of “Healer? She’s the healer?” and “Is he dead?”

They’d raised the portcullis. The injured soldier was pale, his skin clammy, but his leg was whole again. I had saved him, and yet Whitestone cursed and threw his saw into his bag, then snatched it up and marched back for the keep. The other soldiers came forward to collect their comrade, the one who’d been on the winch saying, “Thank you, lady. Thank you.”

I nodded, wiping my mouth on my sleeve. Stood and backtracked before blood could ruin my dress. I hesitated as the crowd slowly dispersed, feeling lightheaded. It would pass.

Lonnie and Kard, the man who had earlier asked me to town, approached. “Are you all right?” Lonnie asked.

“That was amazing,” Kard added.

I managed a weak smile. “Yes, I’m fine. I think I’ll turn in for the night, though.”

“Okay. You’re sure?”

I was tired, but well, and assured her as much. I made my way back into the keep. I’d just entered the north tower when a loud swishing of skirts and clanking of weapons announced Queen Winvrin and two trailing guards. When she saw me, her eyes widened.

“You, what are you doing here? What has happened?”

I chose to answer the second question first. “The portcullis fell on a soldier, Your Majesty. He is fine, now.”

Her forehead crinkled. “And you healed him?”

“I did.”

“Why are you in the bailey and not in my son’s suite, awaiting his return? I thought it impertinent you did not accompany him to the dinner, in case something should befall him, but you have left your duties altogether!”

The audacity of the barrage unhinged me. “Forgive me, Your Majesty, but I also must eat in order to function. I was just leaving the kitchens when your faulty gate nearly took the limb off one of your men. Had I not been there, he would have died.” He would not have survived Whitestone’s amputation, I was sure. “You are welcome.”

Color burned across her cheekbones. “Insolent wretch! Will you never learn?” She snapped at one of her men: “Take her to the dungeon. Now.”


Chapter 9

The dungeon wasn’t as bad as I remembered it.

Not to say it wasn’t horrid, dark, cold, and smelly, but perhaps because I knew what to expect this time around, I wasn’t caught by surprise. They’d locked me in the same cell I’d occupied before, and I was sure the straw hadn’t been changed in that time. If the queen couldn’t be bothered to provide her son’s official healer parchment to write home, why would she see to it that the straw was changed in the dankest parts of the castle? At least I got no sense of death down here.

Maybe my death will be the first.

“Imagine she trips down the stairs, twists her ankle. Or gets a fishbone stuck in her throat,” I whispered aloud, “and I say, My apologies, I’m to only serve the prince, and walk right out on her.”

“You wouldn’t do that,” Ursa protested.

“Oh yes I would.” I winced, my voice a little too loud. I listened for the guards in the narrow, dripping hallway outside the door, but didn’t catch any movement. Not there, and not in the cells next to me, not that so much as a shuffle could pierce these stone walls. I sighed. “I wonder what the king does through all of this.”

“Matters of state, I suppose.”

Prince Renn was King Grejor’s son, and yet I’d never seen the man visit. Even Prince Adrinn visited, however annoyingly. “He’s doing well,” I said to the darkness. “She might keep me down here for two, three days.”

“I don’t think it’ll be so long.”

“I’m sorry, you must be elsewhere when the good queen is around if you believe that. I’d love to have Winvrin under my thumb for one day in Fount. Soulbind some bees to her until she’s covered in welts.”

“That would only hurt the bees.”

I’d never seen soulbinding, it being illegal. Only heard about it. Soulbinding craftlock connected one soul to another. Scripture says all souls were created equal, whether man, beast, or plant. I wondered if that carried into craftlock. I didn’t entirely understand how one would use such a magic. Two oxen together to pull in unison, I supposed. Or a wife tying her husband to her side so he couldn’t sneak off with a mistress. I snorted at the idea.

No one could work more than one kind of craftlock. Still, I wondered what Queen Winvrin would do if I were, somehow, a soulbinder or mindreader as well. Would she keep the law and hang me, losing her son’s healer, or bend the law and keep me, thus saving him? My guess was the latter, but she would make me sorry for it.

I sneezed, shivered, yawned. I determined I should probably try to get some sleep tonight.

I’d just settled against the straw when I heard nearing footsteps and then spied shifting torchlight outside my door. A key entered the lock, and I felt Ursa fade away. It had to be around midnight. I started to worry. For the queen to come so soon, Prince Renn must have fallen ill.

I shielded my eyes from the torchlight when the door squealed open, peeking between my fingers. I thought it two torches in the doorway at first, but no, there shined only one, and then its reflection off the prince’s golden hair.

I lowered my hand. “Your Highness?”

He wore casual clothing, still regal but without the usual pomp and color, and leaned on that fancy cane of his. The night’s weariness weighed on him, his back not quite straight. I rushed to my feet to meet him at the door.

“Yes?” the torch-holding guard asked.

Prince Renn nodded, then turned to pass him. “Come on, Nym.”

I held my fingers to my chest to warm them and followed at his heels. He didn’t move quickly, but any step away from this place was a step I appreciated. I didn’t speak until after we’d climbed the dungeon stairs and exited into a sconce-lit hallway. No windows here, either.

“Thank you. It’s dreadful in there.”

He sighed. “One of my mother’s men mentioned it to Ard, who relayed it to me. She should not have done that.”

The defensive tone in which he spoke warmed me. “Will she be angry to have me out so soon?”

“Not if I’m the one to release you, no.”

We walked a little farther, him pausing to take a break before the next set of stairs. I stepped around him. “Here, I can help.” The dungeon had, at least, given me some time to recover from my magic surge to save that soldier’s leg. I touched the prince just under the jaw and dowsed. Everything looked fairly good, just needed the usual straightening, tightening, gluing. I still had not sorted out why my administrations didn’t stay permanent—they never unwound in other patients I’d had. Such was the nature of the prince’s shattered lumis, I supposed. Broken, and continually breaking.

I soothed away fatigue before switching back into myself. Looked up at him. He was about a hand’s length taller than I was, and even in the dark corridor, his vibrant eyes seemed to glow from within.

I stood very close to him. I pulled my hand away and took a step back. “You are a little warm,” I offered.

A small smile ghosted his lips. “I did have to walk down several flights of stairs to retrieve you.”

I considered this, us alone in the corridor, and turned around. “Where are your guards?”

“Close enough.” Sten’s voice came from around the stairwell. I hadn’t seen him for the shadows.

Before we continued, however, Renn touched my elbow and took a few steps back toward the dungeon, putting space between us and Sten. “Just then, too.” He seemed contemplative.

“What?”

He shook his head, as though incredulous. “It will sound odd, but . . . sometimes when you dowse into me, it feels like someone else is here.”

The skin on my arms pebbled.

“You know that sensation when someone is watching you?” he went on. “Kind of like that.”

I noticed tension in my shoulders and bade them relax. “Sten is just around the corner.”

But he wasn’t convinced. “Not them. Like . . . I suppose it seems a little silly.”

I did not want to tell him I agreed, not when he had rescued me from the bowels of the keep, not when he felt comfortable in telling me so. And yet neither could I explain to him what I was sure he felt, even if I did not understand how he felt it. She had no connections to anyone but me. Not even to my siblings. So what was it about Renn Noblewight that let him sense her presence, and not for the first time?

I sought to change the subject instead. “I think I smell of mildew.”

He nodded. “Right. Let’s get out of here.”

The prince walked a bit straighter up the stairs, waving off Sten’s hand when he tried to assist. He wasn’t as out of breath as one might have thought when he reached his suite, perhaps due to my last dowsing, but he had been working steadily with the castle doctors, and I truly believed that helped.

As he stepped into his suite, he said, “Good night, Nym. And please try to avoid future incarceration.”

I smiled. “Yes, Your Highness. I will try.”
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Oddly enough, spending fewer hours with the prince seemed to benefit both of us. Because I was no longer exhausted, I worked more efficiently, and I didn’t have to beg for leave when three healers from Rove came to the castle to meet with me. Two men, one woman, who met me in the same small room where I had waited to meet the prince for the first time. We sat together. A tall, bald man with tan skin, wearing the red cincture of Alm, took the farthest chair from me.

“Are you the one who healed me?” I asked.

He side-eyed me. Tipped his head in confirmation.

I’d had a hunch, with his behavior. “Thank you, for doing that. You saved my life.”

He made no response.

Addressing the others, I asked, “Your names?”

The woman answered first. “Sarra.” She smiled at me. “I never thought I’d be back here again.”

“Fil,” answered the closer man. He was notably the oldest, his hair nearly white with age.

A beat passed before the man who’d healed me spoke. “Brekk.” His voice was as severe as his countenance. “I live north of the castle wall. That is why they summoned me. I am . . . close.”

It felt as though he was defending himself from healing me. Did the darkness in my lumis bother him so much? But I wouldn’t let him bother me, not now. Not only because I truly owed him a debt, but because I wanted to get answers as swiftly as possible. Heal the prince so I could finally go home.

“Please, share your experience healing His Highness Prince Renn with me. I’m hoping one of you might have some insights to better my work.” I gestured to Fil, on my right.

He shrugged. “I came, I dowsed . . . it was a ripe mess in there. Like . . . if you gave a puzzle to a woodcutter and let him have his way with it for a fortnight. I didn’t do anything. I didn’t have anything to do.”

I hid a frown and looked to Sarra.

Her whole face turned a pretty shade of pink. “I . . . It’s a lot like he said, though I thought it looked more like broken hard candies.”

She hesitated; I gestured for her to continue.

“So much of it . . . I thought I’d sort some of the pieces together by color. Picked out all the red ones and tried to see how they fit together. I . . . I tried to force a couple, and then the prince started coughing and the queen dismissed me.” The pink darkened to red. “I was so embarrassed.”

Fil snorted. “You did more than I. Don’t know what they expect, given—” He cut himself off and looked around the room, as though remembering he was in the castle and might be overheard. He did not finish his sentence.

Brekk exhaled slowly and leaned forward, setting his elbows on his knees. His long legs filled up half the room. “I always take my time with the prince. He is damaged, but he is also alive, which means something.”

My thoughts caught on his words. “Always?”

“The queen has requested me four times over the years, in hopes my experience has given me new insight, as you hope to glean today.”

I marveled. “You work as a healer, then?” I glanced to Sarra and Fil. “You all do?”

But the latter two shook their heads.

“I do. I have for twenty years. But”—Brekk leaned back, withdrawing his limbs like a spider hunkering into a nest—“each time, I have been unable to make a change.”

It made no sense. All I did was piece two bits of glass together, and that had been more than any healer before me . . . How? It must have been happenstance. Other healers shifting things around so that I would notice two bits of a bauble that happened to fit together. Surely my eye was not sharper than so many. Surely the extra power gifted me did not make such a difference.

I sighed. “I have been able to repair a great deal of His Highness health, but not all of it. The repairs are . . . fragile. I was hoping I might learn a new technique from you all.” I looked to Brekk. “Since you’ve so much experience as a healer, could you share some of your more extreme cases?”

He glowered.

“Leave out mine,” I offered.

He breathed deeply, then began a series of anecdotes. Healing a crushed arm, the rat plague, a half-drowned boy. But all his administrations sounded exactly like what I would do—find the broken part of the lumis and bid the magic heal it, however creatively he chose. Sarra and Fil occasionally offered an opinion, but it always centered on the creative options as a healer—patching a wall with mortar versus a new stone versus paint, for instance. As long as the wall was repaired, the patient would heal.

None of them had anything to offer me.

“Think of it as simpler than you thought,” Ursa suggested as Fil and Sarra left. “If it’s so rote, it must be simple.”

I agreed with her, if only to make the both of us feel better.

Brekk lingered at the door. I didn’t realize how very tall he was until I stood and had to crane to look at him.

Very quietly, not quite meeting my eyes, he said, “There is something . . . different about the prince. Not just in his breaking.”

I nodded. “I’ve sensed that, too. It’s . . . hard to put into words.”

It must have been difficult to state for him as well, for he said nothing else before departing.
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I watched Whitestone and the other physicians carefully when they worked with Renn, thinking I might learn some new tricks to try magically. Wondering whether, if I did have more of a medical background, my services would be more . . . useful. If nothing else, the time I heeded the physicians allowed me to strategize about what I might try next, which would increase my efficiency. But while Prince Renn had given back my evenings, I still had not garnered permission to leave the castle grounds. Were I away when the prince relapsed, it could be devastating.

Still, nothing had killed him yet.

I thought of this two weeks after my second trip to the dungeon while at the castle training grounds. Renn had become more and more active, working on building up the strength a life of illness and injury had leeched from him, so much so that he’d joined the swordmaster in the sparring ring, now for his fourth day in a row. I liked Thom, the swordmaster; he was a surprisingly posh man who wore lace even in combat, his thin hair always plastered with oil to his nearly bald pate. On the street, no one would ever have guessed him dangerous, and yet I believed he could best anyone in Rove in combat.

While several bouts were ongoing in the fenced-off space, Thom was presently occupied with the elder prince, Adrinn. Prince Adrinn, who was a year my senior, had stripped down to just his shirtsleeves and gave the battle more effort than I thought he had in him. He bore a physique any man would be proud of, and I was plenty sure he was proud of it, too. He kept pace with Thom, their bout lasting longer than most, but after a couple of minutes, the swordmaster feinted to the right and took out Prince Adrinn’s legs, sending him to the churned soil.

I covered my mouth with a fist and bit down on a laugh. Oh yes, I quite liked Thom. On occasion, the gods were good.

Prince Adrinn rose swiftly to his feet and shook dirt from his dark hair. Peered over at me. I lowered my hand, but did not hide my smile. What would he do about it? Throw me in the dungeon for being content?

Of course, I did not attend these bouts to revel in the humbling of nobles. I was here for Prince Renn, standing at the ready to ease away rising sickness and growing bruises, which Thom often remarked was highly unfair, but always with a grin on his face. Whitestone had come two days out of the four, but I did not see him today. Hopefully he was off attending the other two hundred residents within the castle’s walls.

Prince Renn sparred with two thirteen-year-old boys, one who was of a height with him. He did surprisingly well for a newcomer, but I supposed he’d watched enough bouts, or perhaps read every published book on them, to have some idea of how to handle himself. He ran through drills between the two boys, wooden blades executing mirrored, rehearsed dances. Sweat glistened on the prince’s temples and wet the back of his shirt, but he kept up, and the pleasure of the fact radiated so much from him he seemed to glow. I had to smile at all he had accomplished, and even felt grateful—though I would never admit it—to have been part of it.

Thom blew a whistle, signaling the time for combat. One of the boys stepped aside and let the taller one spar with Prince Renn. They started staring at one another, one hand behind their backs, dominant hand holding forth the sword. The prince made the first move, knocking his opponent’s blade aside, then blocking the next strike. They danced back and forth like this for about twenty seconds. I watched their footwork, thinking how upon our first meeting, the prince had been awed that he could move his toe. Now his feet moved in sync with the boy’s, quick and capable and—

I saw his foot slip and looked up just in time to see the boy’s wooden sword collide hard with the prince’s shoulder, sending him into the dirt. The boy dropped to his knees immediately in apology, and I jumped the two log rails of the fence separating me from the training grounds, running to the prince’s side.

“—all right, it’s all right,” he was saying as I neared, wincing but with a wide smile on his face. It lit up his whole countenance, that smile. Like his features had been carved specifically to hold light.

I reached for him, but he waved my hand away.

“Your Highness?” I asked.

“I’m fine. Sore”—he winced again—“but fine.”

I nodded. “But I can—”

He held his hand out to his opponent. “It’s part of the process, isn’t it, Nym? I have to get better on my own, just like with danerin.”

His opponent clasped his hand and helped the prince to his feet. I marveled at him, impressed at the . . . maturity of the statement. And, for a brief moment, wondered what he might have been like had he lived a normal childhood and adolescence, without sickness and injury holding him back. Would he be arrogant like his brother, soft-spoken like his sister, or earnest as he was now, so desperate to please and to fit in, and yet kind to those most would see as beneath him?

He had not been so kind, before, I thought as I walked back to the fence. Then again, I had not known the prince well, before. I don’t think he really knew himself, either.

I supposed we were both getting to know Renn Reshua Noblewight better, bit by bit, day by day.
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I was kneeling on the sofa the next day, dowsing as I did, when I heard the prince’s voice echo through the not-walls of his lumis, as though speaking to me through a closed door.

“What are you doing in there?”

I paused, but did not break the connections. Through all the many hours of healing, this was the first time the prince had ever tried to converse with me during it. “I, uh . . . I’m stringing baubles.”

“Stringing baubles?” he replied distantly. “Like for the winter holidays?”

I rolled my eyes and put some webbing over another broken bauble, which was actually three separate pieces I’d already glued together. “Why don’t you come in here, and I’ll show you?”

“Show me how. Maybe I’ve been a healer all this time.”

I barked a laugh. “I highly doubt that.”

“What does it look like?”

I set the bauble aside and picked through a small pile of blue pieces. “It looks like someone trying to focus and being interrupted.”

He didn’t speak again for about a minute.

“I . . . am painfully bored,” he admitted.

“Read a book.”

“I am tired of books. I’ve been reading all day.”

“Sounds truly terrible.” I did not bother pulling back the sarcasm in my voice. Watch it be just my luck that the queen walked in right as I spoke. Fortunately, she hadn’t.

“What is your clinic like, back in Fount?”

I spread out the blue pieces to better see their edges. Turned a few over to study them anew. “What?”

“Your clinic. Where you heal people. What does it look like?”

This truly was distracting. I picked up a few pieces, trying to gauge them by weight, and separated them into two piles of lighter and heavier. “I don’t have a clinic. I only make occasional house calls.”

He mulled this over. “Then your brother in the army, he . . . farmed? And your other one, is his apprenticeship paid?”

I snorted. The tanner was a cheap, drunken man, but the apprenticeship would provide Dan with a good occupation and a good wage once he finished. “No.”

“Then how—”

“I’m a beekeeper.”

He laughed. Paused. “Wait, are you really?”

“You’re distracting me.”

“You milk bees?”

I dropped the piece I was weighing. “Milk bees? For how educated you are, Your Highness, that was rather obtuse phrasing.”

I felt distantly, through my actual hands, the soft vibration of him chuckling. “Yes, I know how honey works. I just wanted to see if I could get your face to change.”

I picked up the piece and set it in the heavier pile. “Pardon?”

“You look . . . entranced, when you dowse,” he explained. “Like you’re asleep, but with your eyes open. Hooded. Like you’re staring into something none of us can see, but it’s absolutely hypnotized you.”

I had never considered before that during these sessions, the prince might simply be looking at me. Staring at my face, or whatever else might garner his attention, without my knowing it. It made me feel a little . . . warm. And yet I recognized for all the time I spent in his space, touching him, he had never once needlessly touched me, and for that I felt a sudden surge of gratitude.

Before I could form a retort, I felt a tap on my physical hand. Ever since my stint in the infirmary, Prince Renn was always sure to warn me if he needed to move and break our connection. I pushed the two piles apart to ensure they stayed sorted and lifted from the prince’s lumis.

Our eyes met, his that ever-deep blue. His irises shifted toward the door.

Withdrawing from him on the sofa, I noted a footman with a silver tray; the prince had been getting more notes as of late, more invitations, as his health allowed him more opportunity to socialize. Today’s silver tray bore quite a few; Renn leaned forward to collect three, and then the footman turned the tray and offered it to me.

“Two for Miss Tallowax.”

Only one was sealed. I took it from the tray as though it were a holy relic, absently picking up the other note as well. I instantly recognized Lissel’s handwriting. I dropped the second message and used my mother’s knife to shakily open the envelope, terrified of ruining the missive within.

“What is it?” Prince Renn asked as the footman excused himself.

“From Lissel, my sister.” A single page of paper, front and back, the lines cramped to use up as much space as possible. I consumed the words, reading the letter through once quickly, then again at a more measured pace. She started by saying how grateful she was to hear from me, that they had feared the worst, that I’d been lost at sea or thrown in prison (though I suppose the latter was true). She updated me on the house—the roof was leaking, but Art Millstone had offered to fix it for them, which immediately made me uneasy, for that boy had been moon-eyeing my sister for two years now, and neither Brien nor I were in the house to scare him off. He was not quite old enough to be taken by the draft. The hives were doing well (thank goodness), but she’d missed one of the market days and she was very sorry. Heath had been acting up and wouldn’t listen to her, but he finally annoyed Colt to the point where they fought and Heath got a black eye. Lissel promised she’d sorted it out, and confided that even Colt softened when she cried, so she’d been crying a lot more lately. I worried her tears were far more genuine than that, for I knew the difficulty of caring for so many, and my heart broke on her behalf.

She updated me on what they’d been doing, and that Dan was struggling with his apprenticeship but didn’t know what to do—Lissel had talked him out of quitting (good, because we could not afford to have grief with the tanner, and Dan had only six months remaining).

She ended saying everything was fine, but to please come home as soon as possible, which meant everything was not fine, and the whole of my innards sank toward the floor at the thought.

I blinked, a tear catching on my eyelashes.

“Nym?”

I met the prince’s eyes. “Might I use your desk?” I felt comfortable asking. The prince and I had been together, every day, for two months now. “Please, I would like to write home.”

“Of course.” He hesitated as I folded up the letter and rose from the sofa. “I . . . didn’t know you could read.”

“All my family can. You get ahead in life, reading.” My father shared that saying whenever one of us complained of the task of learning. I sat at Renn’s desk and pulled out a parchment. Paused. “Thank you. So much. It means a lot to me.”

He nodded.

The room fell away as I wrote back to Lissel, telling her how to sweet-talk the tanner, reminding her to inspect the hives’ brood, and to take Art’s help but to make sure Dan was in the house, and if he didn’t understand why or refused to do it, to show him this letter and let him know I Will Make Your Life Hell If You’re Not There, Dan Tallowax. I wrote a similar threat to Heath for his behavior and then turned the page over, telling them all the interesting things about Rove and the castle to entertain them, leaving out the negative, though I did describe the dungeon, and maybe they would sort out how it was I knew it with such familiarity.

I blew on the ink to ensure it dried, then carefully folded up the letter. Turning in the chair, I asked, “How can I best seal and post—”

The prince had leaned forward with his elbows on his knees, one of the footman’s notes in his hand, his brow creased. I noted his three missives at his hip—the one he held in his hand was mine. I could not bring myself to be bothered by it—I couldn’t think of who else might have need to contact me. Lonnie knew where to find me. It must have been a request for healing.

I tucked the letter to my family into my pocket and crossed over to him. “What?”

He folded the note and palmed it. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Good sir, that is my correspondence,” I pressed, but it didn’t crack his sober expression. Worry niggled at my gut. “Is someone hurt?”

He sighed. Handed me the missive.

Healer,

Report to my rooms at eight. East wing. Come alone.

Adrinn

I stared at that name a long time, confused. “Is your brother hurt?”

“Don’t go,” he answered instead.

Were it any normal man, I certainly wouldn’t. But I’d had enough reprimands and trips to the dungeon at the behest of nobility that I hesitated to ignore the missive. I crunched the note in my palm and stuck it in my other pocket. “Does he have a particular distaste for Whitestone?” Perhaps we shared that in common.

But Prince Renn shook his head. Met my eyes. The sheer blueness of them often startled me, as it did now. So painfully bright against the red of his clothing, like they were one spark away from glowing. “Do not go.”

“Will you fetch me from the dungeon again if I refuse?”

“I order you not to go,” he said instead, all seriousness. “You can stay here until the time is past.”

I sat on the sofa. Searched his face. “Why? What does he want?”

The prince shifted uneasily. “I do not . . . trust Adrinn. I love him—he is my brother. I help him when he asks. But I do not trust him, and you shouldn’t, either.” He looked at my face like it was a book, eyes moving left to right. I wondered what he read there.

I considered this. “Perhaps he has an embarrassing wound he does not wish to make public.”

“Then I will come with you.”

Sten interjected, “You are dining with the king tonight, Your Highness.”

Prince Renn growled deep in his throat. His father rarely reached out to him. “Good. Nym will attend me. I’m not feeling well today.”

Liar. But I did not call him out on it. His concern concerned me. Then again, I wondered what an angry heir might do if I avoided him. I was not afraid of Prince Adrinn, not yet, but neither did I want to meet with him, nor any man, alone.

Then I looked at Sten, and realized Prince Adrinn always had a parade of guards trailing him wherever he went, too. There was no way they’d let a common crafter with a macabre lumis be alone with him. Not when her sole patient also had claim to the throne. Still, the request made me uneasy, as did Prince Renn’s reaction to it.

“Lissel?”

Her name broke me from my thoughts. “She’s . . . surviving.”

He nodded. I’d told him a little about my family during breaks between dowsings, when he wasn’t occupied with court or training or all the other things princes did.

A trumpet blew outside.

“Where are they going?” I asked, focused on the window.

“Turrn.” He named a city on the northern coast. “Sestan ships were spotted in the waters there.”

I frowned. “What do they want? Why this hostility?”

Prince Renn shook his head. “I honestly don’t know, which is infuriating. How do you strategize when you don’t understand your enemy’s motivations? Negotiations are in order, but my parents are being oddly stubborn about them. They do not want King Nicosia on Canseren soil. But the king will not send emissaries in his place.”

I frowned. “Sounds like a matter of pride on both sides.”

He tilted his head, thoughtful.

I cracked my knuckles, dropped onto my knees, and readied to dowse again. But the prince pushed my hands away and instead reached for the danerin board.

“Let’s take a break,” he offered, setting up the pieces. “This time, I’m going to win.”

He did not.
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I did attend the dinner with Prince Renn, taking my position as shadow beside Ard, who, at least outwardly, seemed a little less put out by me than before. I didn’t bring it up, and neither did he. Shockingly, Sten was the chattiest of the prince’s guard, and we only exchanged a few pleasantries a day at best.

After I was excused, I went to the kitchen to eat. There was no bread left for my meal, but Lonnie overfilled my bowl with stew to make up for it. I was about halfway through the meal when a footman approached. The first time he cleared his throat, I thought he might have had a cold. The second time, I thought perhaps he wanted me to heal it.

However, when I gave him my attention, he said, “You are requested in the east wing.”

Report to my rooms at eight. East wing. Come alone.

My appetite shrunk to nothing.

“It’s past eight,” I offered.

The footman shrugged. “I was sent to collect you personally.”

Frowning, I took my dishes to the sink to wash them. Lonnie was scrubbing a giant pot; I tapped my foot until she looked over. Gestured with a crooked finger. She set down her rags, wiped her hands on her apron, and approached.

“Come with me,” I whispered.

She blinked. “Where?”

“Prince Adrinn’s suite.”

She blanched. “Don’t go there.”

Any bit of courage I had shredded. “Why?”

She blushed. “I mean, unless you want . . .” She seemed to notice the footman for the first time. Looked at the clock, then her pot. Untied her apron. “Okay, but I need to be back before Cook notices. We’ll think up an excuse on the way.”

“Miss Tallowax?”

A buzz of annoyance, like a wasp on my neck, shot through me. I clung to it. “I’m in the service of Prince Renn, not Prince Adrinn. Give me a moment.”

The man frowned but said nothing more as I washed my dishes, dried my hands, and approached, Lonnie behind me.

“He requested you be alone,” the footman drawled.

I folded my arms, clinging to the shield of annoyance. The footman sighed and led the way in silence.

After we wound through the east tower and dim hallways, Ursa whispered, “Are you sure this is wise?”

“One never knows with nobility,” I murmured.

“I’m pretty sure with Prince Adrinn,” Lonnie said.

I reminded myself about the guards that would be there, and that Adrinn likely had an injury he wished to have treated, privately. I worried the violet cincture around my waist. When I neared the Noblewight heir’s door, there was, indeed, a guard standing outside it. The Noblewights were many things, but I did not think they would make any truly criminal moves against me, especially when I was so useful to Prince Renn.

I was expected; the guard noted me, and while he seemed a little afraid of me, of all things, he moved to open the door. I supposed the rumors of the Rovian healer had not yet been laid to rest. Perhaps that might be to my benefit. Intimidation was not something I minded having in my personal arsenal.

The guard did, however, put up an open hand to block Lonnie. “Sorry,” he offered, sounding like he knew her. “Only her.”

Lonnie bit her lip. Turning, I told her, “If I’m not back in fifteen minutes, please tell Prince Renn where I am.”

Her expression went slack. “I can’t just go to the prince’s suite!”

“He won’t punish you. Trust me.”

I took comfort in my own words. He will come, if I need him. How odd, that I felt that way. That I felt so certain.

Prince Adrinn’s rooms were near identical to his younger brother’s, though only a few candles lit the central salon, and the air was hazy with incense, which immediately put me on edge. Another guard stood within, near the bedroom door, looking bored and unconcerned with my arrival. Light and voices came from the bedroom, and since the guard didn’t stop me, I carefully approached, wondering if Adrinn lay sick abed, or—

Or that.

I wasn’t as much surprised as I was revulsed at the scene before me, and I understood perfectly why Prince Renn did not want me to come. Prince Adrinn in casual clothes, his drooping shirt open to his navel, three different women around him; one on a footstool at the foot of the bed, one clinging to either side of him. Whether or not they enjoyed being there, I couldn’t tell from their expressions. It would be hard to say no to a prince, especially when merits lined his pockets. The room smelled of smoke and sex and wine, and the exuberance I felt for having this man as Cansere’s next ruler truly could not be measured.

At least I was right. I wouldn’t be left alone with him. Hardly.

He noticed me before I could turn to go. “Ah, healer.” He patted the backside of the woman on his right, and she retreated to the head of the mattress. “I’m glad you made it. You’re a little late.”

“I’m afraid I have other duties, Your Highness.” My tone was flat, but I did not bother trying to press inflection into it. The prince hardly needed my approval.

“Ah yes, my ever-devastated brother.” He grinned and leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “You’ve done remarkably well with him. Another ten years, and perhaps he’ll offer me a challenge in the ring.”

“Are you ill, Your Highness?” I pressed, the smoke and incense cloying. “Have you summoned me to treat a personal infection?” I looked sympathetically at one of his women.

His lip curled into a smile, catlike, devilish. “Only if you plan to give me one.”

“I plan to give you nothing of mine, Your Highness, except my absence.” I turned to leave.

“I could send you to the dungeon,” he played, “for such utter disobedience.”

My attention snapped back to him, and I laughed. “By all means, do so. I’m well acquainted with it.”

That feline smirk did not leave his face. “I told you you’d be more attractive if you put a little effort into it, Nym Tallowax. Come.” He patted the blanket beside him. “I’ve energy left for you.”

A chill coursed up my skin unexpectedly. Not from disgust, but from memory, and I pushed it down as best I could without showing my discomfort. To hide it, I curtsied. “I’d rather sleep with Adoel Nicosia.”

Prince Adrinn barked a laugh. “I would pay to see that.”

“I imagine you would.”

Mirth flicked in his eyes, and while the candlelight warmed their icy depths, I knew the coldness that lurked there. I offered one last shallow curtsy before heading back through the salon.

“You should take me up on it,” he said to my back. “No one else will have you with that tainted lumis of yours.”

Pausing, I glared at him through the shadows. “And what does that say about you?”

The grin remained in place as he finished a bottle of wine. “Oh, I’ve been all sorts of places.”

The conversation was pointless, so I held back a retort and departed. Neither guard stopped me. The air in the corridor, compared to the smokiness in the suite, felt cold. Gooseflesh rose on my arms, but no matter how I rubbed them, I couldn’t convince it to fade.

Lonnie sighed in profound relief. “Everything okay?”

I plastered on a smile. “Just a blister. Nobility is made of such dainty stuff.”

She gaped while simultaneously pinching her lips closed. We walked several steps before she calmed. “You can’t say stuff like that, Nym.”

I shrugged, partially to hide the trembling in my arms. We reached the corridor where we needed to separate; I offered Lonnie a quick thanks and farewell, for half my mind was still back in that suite. Alone, I quickened my stride until I reached my room, then shut the door firmly behind me.

I found myself wishing for the first time that it had a lock.


Chapter 10

I could request a bath be brought to my room now, courtesy of Prince Renn, but that evening I used the little pitcher and basin he’d gifted me and used a cloth to wash the scent of smoke from my skin and hair, and then my dress. Changed and cold, I went to bed with unpleasant dreams.

Eager to get to work, I woke just before dawn the next morning and readied myself, then walked a few laps around the keep until the sun crested. I reported to Prince Renn’s room; Ard let me in. In the salon, Sten, who seemed to have had a worse night than me, said, “He’s still asleep.”

“Should I wait?”

He shook his head. “Her Majesty the queen was here last night. She made it clear her expectations would be met.”

Nodding, I stepped into the prince’s room. I toed to the curtains to open them a handbreadth so I could see. Odd—I’d started my work just like this, coming in here while the prince was asleep, working on him at every given moment. And yet now, after so much time together, it felt intrusive. Still, I’d rather the queen not pay me any visits, nor berate her son for his leniency, so I grabbed a chair and pulled it over.

He lay on his side, so when I sat, he faced me. He breathed deeply, still in the throes of a dream. His chest clicked when he inhaled, but his color remained good. I reached forward to dowse, but hesitated, instead taking the moment to look at him. Really look at him, because he looked so different now than he had when we’d first met, and only part of that was due to his improved health. The rest was colored by my opinion of him, which had improved markedly. Still, I really looked at him, since I had been given a minute to do so. His golden hair was mussed with sleep, drifting over his forehead and into his eyes. Even in the darkness it bore a kind of radiance, like it’d been spun of actual gold. He had thick eyelashes, but they were so light in color they were easy to miss. I understood his desperation to be well, to appease others, to fit in—being so chronically ill, others could easily treat him as less-than. View him as a child. But the prince was very much a man. It lay in the line of his jaw and the curve of his nose, the slope of his cheeks, the rise of his shoulder above the coverlet. The gods had masterfully created him, and so I wondered why he need suffer so constantly. Why his lumis refused to accept the whole of our ceaseless work. Perhaps the gods wanted to spare his brother’s overlarge ego—I did not think Prince Adrinn would take kindly to competition in any form, whether it be in the training ring, in courtship, or for the crown. And I wondered how much, if at all, Renn would be like his brother were he not so violently humbled day after day after day.

He had two books on his night table. The first was a categorizing of Canseren flora, and I supposed he hadn’t gotten much opportunity to see it for himself, unless the queen took him out on well-cushioned carriage rides, but with her overbearing nature, I doubted it. He was just as much a prisoner as I.

Prisoner felt like too harsh a word.

I turned the spine of the second toward me, surprised to see the title, City of Honey: A Primer on Bees, inked across it.

Something shifted in my chest, or my lower throat, like I’d swallowed without chewing. I wasn’t exactly sure how to interpret the existence of this book in his bedchamber. Thoughtful? Curious? There was nothing Prince Renn needed to learn about bees for his sake. There were no hives at the castle, at least not that I’d seen.

I glanced at him again, those pale eyelashes splayed, his lips parted softly, his chest rising and falling evenly. It felt like watching Dan or Colt sleep. There was a sort of appeal to seeing boys who tested your patience sunup to sundown in a state of harmless innocence.

That something shifted in my chest again. I forcefully ignored it. Just like Dan and Colt.

Not wishing to wake him, I carefully pressed three fingers to the back of his wrist and slipped into his lumis, picking up just where I’d left off, for his lumis was now more familiar to me than my own.

One way or another, I would make it so Renn could tour the world.

And knock his elder brother on his backside in the training ring.
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My mind was still on Prince Renn and his illness even after he excused me for the day. Still unused to the free time, I sought another form of study to help me with my healings.

I meant to see if the gods might help me, and determine if Ann was right.

I wandered to the all-gods shrine, getting lost only once. The shrine was open to everyone, so I didn’t worry about being turned away. As I slipped through its double doors, I noticed a handful of worshipers there. Leaning against the back wall, I scanned the tall windows depicting the gods in order: Hem, god of kings, justice, order, and war. His son, Salm, god of the land and sea. His son, Rolys, god of the skies, light, and weather. His son, Evat, god of forests, agriculture, and animals. His son, Alm, god of music, culture, and healing. Finally, his daughter, Zia, goddess of fertility and femininity, and all the little things too unimportant to assign to anyone else.

My eyes flickered between the depictions of Alm and Zia, right next to one another. Alm’s glass was heavily red, like my sash, and Zia’s was heavily violet, like my cincture. I pinched both in my fingers, kneading the materials. Just because one wore the cincture of a specific god did not make her loyal to only that god, yet still, I felt pulled between the two. Which was silly, as I’d never been a devout Hemist. Not like Ursa.

“Imagine if we had a place like this in Fount,” she said on cue.

I nodded, not wanting to talk to myself in this quiet space, where witnesses would surely overhear me. In Fount, we had simple unpolished shrines, usually cairns strewn with little offerings. Nothing as great as this.

But I wasn’t here to ogle the gods. I roamed around the shrine, searching until I found a set of narrow alcoves low to the floor at the front, set beneath Rolys and Evat. There was a rug there, and I knelt upon it, taking one of the weathered books carefully from a cubby. There were six copies of scripture here, some in better repair than the others. I set the book on my knees and started thumbing through it.

“Try going to the Rulings of Alm,” she suggested. “The rulings are in the back.”

I flipped to the back and scanned through the section, reading the first and last line of each paragraph to see if anything stood out. Healing was the smallest section under Alm’s domains.

Herbs of the ground and oil of the sea are given through Alm to mankind for use in healing the body, mind, and soul.

There was no reference to craftlock, though I could see how it could be interpreted to be included. Body, mind, and soul were the three categories of magic: healing, mindreading, and soulbinding.

I wondered if I should study more on clinical medicine—if that would provide me insight to Renn’s lumis. I doubted it. Whitestone was a clinical physician with years of experience, and he hadn’t been able to find a cure, either.

I thumbed through the rest of the section, frowning.

“Try Wisdom of Priests. It’s near the middle,” Ursa offered.

I flipped back. The Wisdom of Priests section was enormous. I scoffed. Stood and moved to a bench.

I read, and read, and read, moving around according to Ursa’s suggestions. Mankind is made mortal so that the gods are eternal, yet equal is the weight of souls, one passage read. Rest is a cleansing balm to the working man.

Well, there was my answer. I just had to tell Renn to rest more.

Sighing, I flipped over into Prophecies, the shortest section of the book. Skimmed through it.

The ghost of kings shall rise and search endlessly, following its sins to the end of worlds.

For by blood alone shall blood be undone.

And then the familiar scripture everyone knew, even the least devout. When the kingdoms of men falter, the blood of the Allmaster shall rise up, garbed as an angel of fire, and balm its people as rain to the earth.

I wouldn’t mind an angel of fire putting an end to this stupid conflict and sending Brien home. I hated thinking about my closest brother and what he must be facing right now. Fearing he’d perish, or that he already had.

Another prophecy read, When mankind falters from belief, the fist of Salm shall smite the land and break brother from brother, husband from wife, and in their sorrow, the people will find their worship.

That one had happened. It spoke of the separation of Sesta and Cansere by the narrow Midly Strait, eons ago.

I searched until Ursa had no more suggestions for me. Until my back grew sore and my eyes heavy. I set the book back in its cubby, glanced again at the depictions of Alm and Zia, and went on my way.

I had, at the very least, tried.
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Renn made it to late morning before turning from the danerin board and coughing into a handkerchief. Heaviness flooded my limbs at the sight of blood there.

“Hem blast it,” I swore, rising from my seat. I’d been tending him all morning. How could he be deteriorating already?

Wiping his mouth with one hand, he stalled me with the other. “It’s fine. Sit. I want to finish this.”

“But—”

He accepted a glass of water offered by Sten. “It’s fine. It happens.” There was a pitch to his voice that whispered he might have been congested as well.

I narrowed my gaze. “How often is it happening?”

He gave me a withering look. “It’s your turn, Nym.”

Sighing, I studied my pieces, all the while listening to his breathing. I detected no rasp, no struggle. I moved a piece and looked at his face, searching for paleness or discoloration, but he seemed perfectly fine. He’d put on weight in the last month and finally filled out his clothing. Well-tailored clothing.

“Is that a new shirt?”

He met my eye. “Are you trying to distract me?”

“No, but when did you get a new shirt?”

He snorted. “I do things when you’re not here.”

“I’m always here.”

“I can make sure you are, if you insist.”

I frowned. I would not give up my evening freedom for anything. “Your turn.”

He smiled at me, triggering that subtle luminescence he carried about him. Studied the board and smiled wider. Moved a red piece diagonally across the board and took out a cluster of my blue.

I blinked. A soft chuckle escaped my lips. “You win.”

“I’ve been working on it.”

“I can see that.”

He sighed in relief. “Now I can never play this game again, to preserve my victory.”

Rolling my eyes, I reset the pieces. “Then you’ll have to read about flora and bees while I dowse.”

He made a face. “I’d rather see Thom—”

Ard opened the door and announced, “Her Majesty the queen,” and Queen Winvrin swept in, one of her guards tailing her and taking a spot near the door, snapping into place like a magnet. Her gown had no cutout, so she wore her wedding pendant blatantly atop her bodice, the chain swinging wildly. Her features were a thunderstorm, but one look at the danerin board and lightning flashed.

“What is this?” She addressed me. “Why are you playing games while my son is not yet whole?”

I’d come to hate her using those words to describe him. But before I could answer, Renn spoke. “I insisted. We’d broken our fast, and I wanted to play.”

She practically shuddered at the idea. “You’ve your guards available, and a few courtiers left in the castle besides! You can play while she works.”

“I’d rather have a challenge than a pastime. What is it you’ve come for, Mother?”

Color rose to her cheeks. He had not dismissed her, merely bent the conversation, but it appeared to have offended her, as everything did. Her pale-green eyes shifted between Renn and me, back and forth three times before they settled on him. “I will remind you that she is a peasant, and you are the royal son of House Noblewight. There are certain standards to how we occupy ourselves.”

Renn frowned. “It’s just a game, Mother.”

“That is not what I’m referring to.”

My spine stiffened. Embarrassment sped through my veins, making me lightheaded.

But Renn did not miss a beat. “Your assumptions make you look foolish.”

They did, indeed. And yet I had not been so uncomfortable since my first night in the dungeon.

“Take care, Renn,” the queen continued. “I have high plans for you, should your healing continue on an upward trajectory. Do not allow yourself to be distracted. She could be married, for all you know.”

I shot to my feet. “Am I to understand that you’ve been keeping me here, against my will, without even bothering to see if I have a husband and children at home?”

Yet the queen’s scorn flicked away as she redirected her attention to her son. “Renn, are you ill?” She rushed to his side on the sofa and pressed a hand to his forehead. He had, indeed, gone pale.

Cursing under my breath, I came to his other side and reached for his hand to dowse, but he pulled away from me. “I’m fine.” He pushed his mother away, not unkindly. Then, with an edge, “I am fine.”

The queen took a few more seconds to be convinced before rising to her feet, the prim veil of supremacy dropping over her face. Her cool gaze returned to me. “I’ve been researching you, healer. You’ve spent so much time with my family, I thought to check in on you.”

So now you deign to check in? I thought, but swallowed it.

“Since we are on the subject, my inquisitor discovered your name on not one, but two separate wedding certificates.”

My gut clenched. I forced my face to remain impassive.

“Rather scandalous for a woman of your age,” she went on. “And seven children at home!”

“Those children,” I ground out, “are my siblings. I am the oldest of eight. Or did you think I birthed Dan when I was nine? My brother Brien has been conscripted into your army. That leaves six. Does the math quell your judgment of me? As for my virtue”—my throat squeezed—“I swear on Hem’s sword I have never been married, and I will never marry, if that will appease you. Your inquisitor should do a better job of burrowing into my personal history, Your Majesty.” I was seething. “Is there anything else you would like to know? Shall I inform you of when I use the toilet and what the contents are as well?”

Her cheeks reddened and she lifted a hand. Stepped forward. “How dare you—”

“Mother!” Renn shot to his feet. “Even you must admit this is inappropriate!”

“She is—”

He slid between her and me. “The only reason I can do this”—he gestured to himself—“is because of her. Why must you antagonize her so? She does not diminish the endless hours you have watched over me, nor the tears you have wept. She is an answer to our prayers.”

His words cooled my anger, replacing it with shock. At Renn standing like a wall between me and the queen. For a moment, I stood outside Prince Adrinn’s door once more. He will come, if I need him.

The queen wilted, her hand lowering, though her flush stayed bright. “You are right, of course. I . . . apologize.”

That’s something I never thought I’d hear. She said it more to Renn than to me, but it hung in the air regardless.

Prince Renn, that was.

He walked with his mother into the corridor, where they had a hushed conversation for some time. I put away the danerin game and glanced at Sten, who made no comment as to what he’d witnessed. I wondered if he’d talk about it with his bunkmates tonight, or if he was sworn to secrecy and was too noble to risk breaking it. He didn’t meet my gaze; either he was too well trained in pretending to be invisible, or he, too, was still uneasy about those rumors about my dark and macabre interior.

Fine, then. The last thing I needed was Her Majesty accusing me of sleeping with him, too. I wondered what her face would look like if I mentioned being propositioned by her husband’s heir last night. Likely delectable, right before she called me a liar and threw me in the dungeon, maybe with a few lashings this time.

Renn returned, his mask well in place, but his movements whispered of frustration. “Sten,” he said, “we are going to the library. I need a change of scenery.” He noted the danerin board had been stowed away.

“Shall I attend, Your Highness?” I asked.

He scoffed. “If I’m going to sit on my ass and read, I might as well catch two fish with one net, shouldn’t I? Besides, maybe you’ll find something suitable for yourself.” He gestured that we follow and started for the door.

Despite what had just transpired, I found a smile worming its way onto my mouth.

I was finally going to see the library.
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That day started Renn’s push for independence.

He expanded his ventures. He participated in sports with other young men and cards with the older. I was his shadow in all of these things, and careful in my administrations to him. Now I was the one who did not want to be seen, to further promote his health, but in my time dowsing, I had to be meticulous, ensuring his fragile lumis would hold for each event and activity he sought, ever afraid he might relapse.

We went to the library at least twice a week, where I had my own bouts of anxiety as Renn climbed rolling ladders to peruse titles shelved near the ceiling; he’d always had servants fetching books for him before, and he took full advantage of his ability to do it now himself. He often read during our sessions to occupy his mind, and I loved the library. I was not, technically, allowed there, but Renn could not forbid his shadow from entering, and he often slid books into my hands as we left, as though they’d miraculously fallen there, dropped by the god Alm himself. I smiled to myself with each title, sometimes ones I’d been eyeing, sometimes ones I’d never heard of. He’d make comments, like “This one is terrible, but the ending is worth it” and “Start from the middle. You won’t miss anything.” Renn had read most of the books in the keep’s library, and many of them had been stocked for his sake, since reading had been one of the few things he could do. It was the one passion he shared with his father, or so he claimed. Sometimes he even read aloud to me, thinking I must be as bored as he was. It did make the work more pleasant.

Renn enjoyed moderate health in the three weeks since the queen’s apology, and I was genuinely happy in the keep, guarding his activities by day, reading his books at night, free to write to my family whenever I wished. Renn even suggested I put an extra sheet of paper in each missive, so that Lissel need not worry how she’d reply to me.

Those three weeks were my happiest days at the castle, and they ended abruptly when Physician Whitestone took a note from the queen’s books and attempted to defraud me himself.

This time I was summoned, for the news came when Renn was engaged in a game of croquet with a local lord and his son and daughter. All three of them seemed charmed by him and played rather stupidly, in my opinion, which I occasionally shared with Ard, always earning a noncommittal grunt in response. The note came via footman directly to Renn, who read it, set down his mallet, and looked at me.

We trekked to the throne room with his guards tailing us, and while I worried what the Noblewights might say—were they moving Renn to the war camps, and I was to go with him?—I noted with pleasure that Renn was not out of breath by the end of the walk. He really had come remarkably far in such a short time.

How anyone could detest the wonders of craftlock was beyond me.

Inside the main hall, which looked much larger when nobles weren’t bustling about it, sat the king and queen on their respective chairs. For once, the queen kept her wedding pendant concealed beneath her dress, though a peek of gold at the king’s throat revealed his. I knew it would be a damning meeting when Physician Whitestone was among them; Renn had used his services less and less, able to now occupy himself physically. A few guards stood at the walls, and that was it.

For the first time, King Grejor addressed me personally. “Nym Tallowax, have you undergone any practices while here outside of healing my son?”

“Father,” Renn began, but the king held up a hand, and Renn held his tongue.

The question confused me. “I . . . have healed a few other servants, and a soldier, Your Majesty.”

“Have you committed anything other than healing?”

He worded it like healing was a crime. It made me uneasy. Made me think of Ann in the shrine, so dubious of her returned sight. I considered carefully. “No . . . unless you mean reading from the library?”

The queen frowned. “That is forbidden.”

Renn leaned onto one leg. He hadn’t used his cane for some time. “Books I gave her. That’s hardly an offense calling for such . . . drama. What is this truly about?”

I’m glad he asked, for while it was one thing to speak my mind to the queen in a private chamber, it felt very different doing so to a king on his throne. Heavier, like the air had grown thick around me. My palms sweated. I worried my cincture.

King Grejor said, “Our castle physician has presented me with research regarding the macabre nature of misaligned lumie, and it is very damning.”

My breath caught. The what of what now?

“So answer me clearly, Miss Tallowax,” he continued. “Are you in cahoots with devils?”

“Devils?” I repeated, incredulous. “Hardly! Such things don’t exist.”

I felt Renn’s eyes on me, but did not look away from the king as he asked, “Are you sowing unrighteous thoughts or nightmares in my son’s mind?”

Renn actually laughed.

“I wouldn’t know how, if such a thing were possible, Your Majesty.” I took a step forward. “Forgive me, but what is the validity of this research?”

Whitestone spat, “How dare you speak—”

“This is my court, Wald,” the king said. He did not yell, and yet his words had a booming effect.

Whitestone grumbled and crossed his arms over his chest.

Addressing me, King Grejor explained, “This comes from highly acclaimed physicians of Whitestone’s acquaintance. Three have signed their names to it.”

Rage boiled in my gut, but I dared not let it vent. “And is one of those names Whitestone’s?”

The physician glowered.

“It is.”

“Whitestone has been a physician in this palace for decades,” the queen added. “His reputation has far more weight to it than yours.”

I did not allow the queen to sidetrack me. “Your Majesty.” I opened my hands, palms up. “I am a healer and only that. I do not have the power to read minds, or to bind souls, or to do anything before unseen.” Well, that wasn’t technically true, but I wasn’t going to mention it now. “I can heal, and that is it. I am aware the healer who came to my aid described my lumis as odd, but, with all due respect, most healers of the craft have not been allotted the time nor resources to develop their abilities, which means they could not have possibly seen all the lumie there are to see, nor experienced their variations. Every lumis is different, even among twins. Mine is darker in color, and perhaps of an architecture he was not familiar with. That said, I do believe my lumis to be unique, so I don’t know how these physicians could possibly have studied another like mine, let alone several, to come to any sort of scientific or evidence-based conclusion regarding them, especially given they cannot access craftlock. Or so I assume.”

The king touched his chin, considering. Even Queen Winvrin looked doubtful.

Renn sighed. “Father, Whitestone is jealous.”

The physician’s face turned red as beets. His lip quivered, but he did not speak. The air in the room pressed on him as well.

“Renn,” the queen said by way of rebuke.

King Grejor raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“This is merely jockeying. He cannot do what Nym does.” He gestured to me. “She has magic; she has an advantage. One that has been reserved for me, but I have been the physician’s patient my whole life. Through her, he sees his failings.”

His words bolstered me. His defense lightened the air.

He planted both hands on his hips. Perfectly balanced. Only a few months ago, he would not have been able to attend this hearing and offer his opinion. So much change in so little time. “I think these doctors should be called into the capital and asked to explain their research.”

Now Whitestone did speak. “That is unnecessary. They don’t live close; the trip is taxing!”

“Then how did you get the report back so swiftly, Whitestone?” Renn countered. “You showed no interest in craftlock before Nym’s arrival and have never mentioned any interest in lumie. You would need a healer in order to study them, and neither you nor your attendants are that, unless you knowingly ignored the draft of the queen.”

He blanched.

King Grejor frowned. “What say you, physician?”

“No . . . no, the research is pure, I am sure of it.” His eyes filled with fear.

Renn strode past me, until he was three paces from the throne. “I formally ask that Whitestone be removed as my physician.”

The chamber’s heaviness shifted my organs. I was sure I’d look down and see my stomach on the stone.

Whitestone asked, “What?” at the same time the queen spouted, “Surely not!”

“He is a good doctor”—Renn met the physician’s eyes—“and his skills should not be pulled from the many other people here who need him. But if this is such a sore spot that he will defame an innocent woman who has gifted me my legs, I want nothing to do with him.”

The king leaned back in his chair. “You feel so passionately about it?”

Renn made a disbelieving sound in his throat and merely gestured to himself. Three months ago, he was bedridden.

Every tight muscle in my body unclenched when the king nodded. “I will make it so. Wald, we will speak. You two are excused.”

Letting out a long breath, Renn passed a hand through his hair and turned back to me, gesturing subtly to the far door with his head. I curtsied before following him, and kept my head down the entire time. A shadow. I’m only a shadow. In the corridor, Ard joined us.

Once we were in the west tower, my embers burned. “I cannot believe the gall of that man!”

“He is ridiculous,” Renn agreed. His mask had come off, and he seethed. “He has merits. Many of them. He is almost like family, I’ve been with him so many years . . . but this I cannot understand.” His tempered his fire. “Why can’t he just be glad for it? Why must I be a competition?”

We reached his floor. “Renn, I’m sorry—”

“Don’t be.” He pressed forward, his stride blessedly even. “You are an unwilling competitor.”

I thought of what I’d said to the queen before. It had been truth—I was kept here against my will—but thinking of it now hurt.

Inside his suite, I said, “I did not mean to offend you.”

Renn dropped into a chair. “Offend me how?”

“When I said my stay is involuntary.”

“It is.” He put his boots up on the table—I never let my own brothers do such a thing. “I don’t need mirrors and shadows. One thing I appreciate about you is your honesty, however brutal it might be.”

His words were like a dagger to my heart. Honesty.

That thickness returned to the air tenfold, so much so that I could barely stand. Fear and anxiety warred within me, hot and cold, faster and faster, until my ears began to ring.

I half wheezed, “Please excuse your guard.”

He pulled his feet off the table. “What?”

Ard said, “I would not advise—”

“Please excuse your guard!” I rushed, eyes shut. The pressure built within me, and if I did not let it out, I was sure I’d faint again.

He must have done so wordlessly, for Ard grunted and stepped into the corridor, leaving us alone in the parlor. I opened my eyes.

Renn stood. “What’s bothering you?”

“Sit.”

He did.

I sucked in one deep breath, then a second. Paced to the window and back. “My lumis is different, Renn. I am different. And I suppose it is . . . macabre. Any healer who dowses into me will say the same thing as the first.”

He shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

“I died,” I confessed, and all the pressure swept out, leaving me empty and cold.


Chapter 11

He stared at me. I wanted him to speak, and I wanted him to say nothing at all. The silence felt too long, so I paced again and explained.

“I died when I was sixteen.” I waved my hands in the air, as though I could somehow illustrate with their dance. “I was in the carriage accident with my parents. In Grot. My sister and I, we were there.”

Renn’s forehead furrowed. “You said Lissel isn’t a healer.”

“She isn’t.” My voice shook. “Ursa was. I said I’m the eldest of eight living. I was the eldest of nine, by only a few minutes. I was born a twin, identical in every way. Ursa, my sister, she had the craft as well. She was a healer.”

I rushed through the rest, knowing if I stopped, I would not be able to let the truth escape its carefully woven cage. “I don’t even remember getting hit, only that I was on the ground, staring up into the sky, and I couldn’t move. My limbs wouldn’t move, and my mouth tasted like copper. Ursa . . . The carriage missed her. She dowsed into me, tried to save me, but I . . . I died.

“When a person dies, their lumis is no longer accessible. It turns black and forces out any healer within it. But Ursa was me in every physical sense of the word, and in many other senses, too. Somehow . . . somehow she held on to me. She healed me, and I lived.” Tears pooled in my eyes. “She healed me with pieces of herself, and so she died, and I lived, but I still bear the marks of death, and I have pieces of me that don’t belong there. Pieces of her that hold me together—”

He stood abruptly, and for a terrifying second I thought he would storm out on me, tell the king how truly unnatural I was, and my heart broke for it—

And then suddenly I was embraced against his chest, my nose at his throat, his arms around me, holding me together.

I gasped, and the tears fell down my cheeks, wetting his collar. I hadn’t realized until that moment that I hadn’t been embraced in months . . . not since I left Fount, Lissel’s tears wetting my collar. And now I was here, my tears wetting his.

“I’m so sorry,” he murmured into my hair. “I didn’t know. I’m so sorry, Nym.”

The pain of her, the pain of losing the person closest to me, rose up my throat and stung my eyes. I blinked quickly, trying to pull myself together, trying to mask it the way Renn did. My efforts failed to compare, and I hated it.

I relaxed in his embrace. Raised my hands and cupped his elbows.

“It’s always there,” I whispered. “Death. It colors my lumis. I . . . feel it, when someone is close to dying. I see death lines in others, little threads that tell me exactly how to kill a person.”

He pulled back, hands lingering on my upper arms. “What?”

I shook my head. “I never have. They show me what to avoid. Everyone has them. I have them. So yes, I’m . . . different.” My throat ached. “I did not mean to tell you like this. In truth, I did not intend to tell you at all.” Only Brien and Lissel knew. And Ursa, but who could she possibly tell?

“Yet I am glad you told me.” He shook his head, his mouth somewhere between an O and a smile. “You are truly astounding, Ny—”

The cough cut off my name. It came so abruptly he did not have time to turn away. Blood spattered against my cheek, mixing with my tears.

Renn blanched, pale as quartz.

I grabbed him under the shoulders. “Ard! ARD!”

The door burst open as the prince’s eyes rolled back into his head, and he fell limp in my arms.
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“No, no, no, no,” I cried as Ard helped me lower Renn to the floor. “He was just fine a moment ago! He’s been just fine!”

“What did you do?” Ard shouted at me.

“I told him about my dead sister, you barbarian!” I screamed back. “Get Sten while I heal him!”

I didn’t check to see if he followed my orders; I grabbed Renn’s face in my hands and dowsed.

It made no sense.

“Why?” I cried into the quivering lumis, picking up fallen baubles and string, rushing to put them back in place. “Why do you do this? Why won’t you let me heal you?”

I rushed for the pieces of him I’d already aligned—even if they’d broken apart, I knew which went where. I pulled on every tendril of magic I could, Ursa’s included, sucking in even more than I’d used with the soldier, to fit them back in place. To thicken the strings holding them to ribbons and demand they clench like iron. To smooth every bump and crack until they looked just as they had that morning.

And yet the lumis still trembled as though an earthquake passed underfoot. His death lines darkened and smoked. “Stop it!” I bellowed, wading into the endless pile of glass. “Stop it! You’re hurting him!”

I scrambled through pieces, desperately trying to line them up, find matching edges and colors. I scooped up a pile of teal dust and stared helplessly at it as it passed through my hands.

“Those are the glassworks,” my father said, pointing at a shop.

“Is that why they have glass windows?” I asked.

Chuckling, he took my hand and crossed the street, leading me right up to that window. Inside I saw a furnace, and a man turning orange-hot glass on a staff. He blew into it, and the glowing liquid expanded.

“They make it with their mouths,” he explained as I watched, nose pressed to the window, mesmerized. “They make it with their mouths and their tools, and shape it into all kinds of things. Vases, sculptures, bottles . . . and yes, even windows.”

Biting my lip, I scooped up another handful of teal dust and pulled on the magic again, forcing it through my arms and into my hands, commanding it to heat the powder, to liquify it as gaffer’s glass. Help me, Ursa. My heart sped as the craft pushed through me, and I formed the powder in my hands, blowing into it, opening it and cupping it into the shape of a bauble. Setting it aside, I swept away other broken pieces to find the fine grains on the floor beneath. Gathered them and pulled, melting them between my palms, blowing new life into them. I hung the baubles, one, two, three . . . I barely had the energy for the fourth. Limbs heavy, I wrapped them with threads, praying them into place with their siblings, and the quaking subsided. I picked up another handful of dust, but each speck weighed a pound, and they fell through my fingers.

I fell in the parlor, landing on Renn. Still cradling his face in my hands. His fingers gripped my upper arms, almost tightly enough to bruise.

Sten dropped to the floor beside us. “Thank the gods.”

I barely had the strength to push myself up and meet Renn’s eyes, so starkly blue against the blood that had run from his mouth. He smiled a tired, bloody smile at me. “You saved me again, healer,” he whispered.

And in that moment, I realized two things. The first, that while something was wrong with my lumis, something was unnaturally wrong with his, too.

And the second, just how much it would hurt me to lose him.


Chapter 12

I woke up slowly, oddly recognizing Renn’s bedroom from the lighting before anything else—the gap in the curtains, the blue morning light from his west-facing window. I was on a pallet on the floor, made from folded blankets and a cushion from a salon chair. I barely remembered coming in here, I was so tired—the exhaustion I’d felt my first weeks in the castle was nothing compared to how tired I’d been last night, how utterly wasted the magic had made me. Even now, fatigue sang in my bones. But it had allowed me to wield it in so desperate a time, and I only hoped it continued to heed me.

I sat up, a headache rolling through my skull, and let out a soft groan as I touched it. Slipped into my lumis. I was a healthy woman, but my lumis had shadows for walls: the gray casting of a person nearing death. Nearing, but not yet there. Ursa had driven it away, but it loomed over me, an ever-present reminder of her sacrifice.

A block in my crenellated puzzle sat askew, and I gently aligned it. Any craftlock healer would easily see where Ursa resided; her pieces glimmered green against my own, which were cast in grayscale shades. They had been brighter once, like sand and wood, before the accident. Ursa’s lumis had been a lovely pond, so vivid that healing her felt like visiting a grove in the wood. Upon it had been a variation of lily pads, varying in color and shape. Here, they were condensed and molded like the puzzle pieces the heavy pounding of horse hooves had broken away. Pieces Ursa had crafted with one hand as she held on to my spirit with the other, forbidding Death from taking me . . . all while making her too weak to survive the day. Eight years had passed since that time, and oh, how I missed her. That her sacrifice somehow connected us still, reaching through the veil between life and death, was a true gift, and yet sometimes in the depth of night, when I could not sleep, I wondered if I was somehow holding her back from something beyond me. Something better for her, where our parents had already gone.

I slipped back to the present with an exhale, my headache abating.

“Nym.”

He might have startled me were his voice not so soft. I rose from my pallet and approached the prince’s bed, relief at his wellness washing over me like cold water. “I did not mean to wake you.”

“I’ve been awake for a while. But I wanted you to rest.” He pushed himself upright and reclined on four stacked pillows. An open book titled The Hay Wars lay upside down beside him. His lungs clicked again. Unease laced his voice; I could only just see his face in the dim light. “What . . . happened?”

I sighed. “I was hoping you could tell me. You’ve been doing so well, Renn. So remarkably well. Even now, you look healthy—you haven’t lost weight or muscle. It’s . . . it’s as though the foundation of your lumis can’t support itself. Were you feeling ill, before?” While I was blathering about my dead sister?

He shook his head. “No, only . . . concerned.”

I forced the smallest smile to my lips. “You need not be.”

“Nym.” I thought he reached for me, but the shadow of his hand retracted halfway to mine. “I wanted you to know . . . you’re safe to tell me these things. I will guard your secrets with my life.”

A single chuckle escaped me, and I winced at it. I did not yet want one of the guards to check on us. “With your life, Renn? I should hope not. I’ve put far too much effort into it for you to barter it on a secret.”

I thought he smirked at me, and I realized I’d forgotten to say his title with his name, and a little pit of dread opened behind my navel as I tried to recall if I’d done it before, because now I was sure I had, but he had not corrected me. Still, I ought to be more careful. I had known the prince three months, but given all the time we spent together, it felt far longer than that.

“Should I barter another secret then? So I’ll be as damned as you?”

I rolled my eyes. “What secrets could you possibly carry that could be so devastating?”

He did not answer immediately, and I wondered if I’d offended him, or if there were indeed secrets in his keeping, and he was filtering through them, trying to find one he could bear sharing.

I softened. “You do not have to—”

“I tried to kill myself. Twice,” he admitted, very softly. So softly it would not have stirred a babe. “Once when I was, ironically, sixteen”—the same age I had perished—“and again two years ago.”

Frost expanded sharp crystals beneath my skin. Only two years ago. To think, had I been conscripted just a little earlier, I might have prevented . . .

The thought to end it all had crossed my mind before. Twice. But never seriously. I would never waste Ursa’s sacrifice or leave the burden of our family to Brien and Lissel. Even then, I lacked the courage.

His truth chilled me. I imagined walking into his room to find him dead. Just the thought made my lungs too heavy to fill. “Renn—”

“They all tried so hard to fix me,” he went on, voice low. “Tried and failed, over and over. So many healers and doctors, I couldn’t possibly count them all. On good days . . . on good days I tried to work with it. Tried to focus on what I could do, though the list was painfully short. Even my mother saw only what I lacked. I thought, if there’s so little to me, what difference does it make if I’m here or not?”

I considered how callously I had once thought it’d be a blessing for Cansere if Renn Noblewight simply passed away. How I planned to intentionally fail my testing with him. How many other healers had come here with the same mindset, eager to get back to their families, their occupations, their lives? Could one of them have spared Renn this suffering?

My eyes and nose burned. “I’m . . . so sorry. I don’t know what to say, other than I’m glad you were apparently terrible at it.”

A dry chuckle worked up his throat. “I was. Maybe, deep down, I didn’t want to die. Deep down, I wanted that sliver of life, even though it hurt.” He inhaled slowly and let the breath out all at once. “Does mine look . . . like that?” he asked, blue eyes piercing the shadows. “Macabre, dark, however you would describe . . . yours?”

Pressing my lips together, I shook my head. Desperate for some light, I crossed to the window and opened one of its curtains, illuminating the room. “No. Yours is very bright. Light, colorful. Only broken. Broken and stubborn and truly maddening.”

He pressed his knuckle to his chin, considering. “I wish I could see it.”

“I wish I could show you.”

“Could you draw it?”

“It would be a poor likeness, believe me.” I came back around to his side of the bed. “And my time is better spent elsewhere.” I extended my hands, a silent inquiry, and he nodded, allowing me to dowse into him, to feel the morning’s stubble on his jaw and the beat of his pulse. He remained well—I soothed only a few minor things before pulling free. Still, he’d had the semblance of wellness before. The appearance of health was no longer a guarantee. I could only hope that since some time had passed between his relapses, we would have some time before the next. Then, looking him in the eyes, I said, “If you try to kill yourself again, I will murder you, understand?”

Mirth gleamed in his eyes. “That seems incongruous, does it not?”

“I will find a way.”

His lip ticked up, and I realized I was still touching his face. A discomfiting something surged up my arms, like cold skin submerged in a hot bath. Dropping my hands, I stepped back and looked around the room. For what, I wasn’t sure. A pair of eyes watching too closely or an excuse to leave. Clearing my throat, I managed, “I’ll make sure the sofa’s ready,” and hurried into the salon. Both Ard and Sten lingered there, looking tired. Ard leaned against the wall, head dropped, and Sten sat on the sofa. When I entered, they jumped to their feet.

“He’s fine,” I answered before they could ask, folding my arms to warm myself, shield myself. I suddenly felt very much like a honeybee, craving a small, enclosed space all my own. “I don’t understand why his illness behaves the way it does, but he’s perfectly fine now.” His legs never seemed to give out—once those were repaired, they were easy to maintain. It was the rest of him that broke the laws of craftlock, at least as I understood them. The illness that had come to him as a babe, not the accident that had befallen him as a child.

After Renn dressed, he came into the salon. “You will tell no one about last night.”

Ard shrunk. “But, Your Highness—”

“Or you will be dismissed from my service.” He sighed. “And I would be distraught to do it, but you know the queen. She will find a way to lock me up in here if she thinks I’m regressing.”

“You aren’t regressing,” I offered. “Only relapsing.”

“I see no difference.” He straightened his shirt cuffs. He hadn’t dressed his usual way today. He still looked like a noble, but neither black nor red denoted him as a Noblewight. More notably, he’d taken off his white cincture. “I intend to go into the city.”

My heart jumped. I hadn’t been outside the castle walls since I entered them.

“Is that . . . wise, Your Highness?” Sten asked.

“Are you up for it?” Renn countered. “I imagine you are tired. You can switch out with Bay and Sall, if you need.”

Bay and Sall were his other guards, but while Ard and Sten worked two-thirds shifts, Bay and Sall only worked one-third, or stepped in if Ard or Sten was ill, though with my presence, that was no longer an issue.

“We will accompany you.” Ard passed Sten a look that must have hearkened back to a previous conversation.

Renn nodded. “This is why Nym is here. But I do not want to take any chances. We’ll stop at the shrine this morning.”

He led the way from the room; I let his guards follow after, then took up the rear. We did not go straight to the shrine, but down to the kitchens. Renn stopped halfway down the stairs, his hand pressed to the stone, and for a moment I worried he was ill, until I remembered where we were—the north tower. The very stairs the prince had shattered his legs upon some ten years ago.

I knew somehow, without a doubt, that he was thinking of that now, and I ached for him. Had he evaded these stairs since regaining his legs? Had he been so focused on getting out that he hadn’t realized where he’d gone?

It lasted only ten, perhaps fifteen seconds. Renn continued the rest of the way down, never taking that hand off the wall.

We came to the kitchen, where Renn’s presence startled the servants there, Lonnie included. Even now, people seemed shocked that he was up and about, a real man and not a ghost haunting the west wing of the keep, or that he existed at all. He very kindly asked the cook for a loaf of bread, which she offered with shaking hands, along with a few more for our breakfasts. Then Renn went to the all-gods shrine, where he set the bread and some merits before the image of Hem. He lingered there, perhaps saying a prayer, perhaps contemplating how he would occupy his day.

I waited in the back, feeling the eyes of the icons boring into me, wondering if they judged me as Ann claimed they did. Eventually I turned away, letting them see my back instead. That golden scroll, the one with the ancient prophecy upon it, caught my eye again. When the kingdoms of men falter, the blood of the Allmaster shall rise up, garbed as an angel of fire, and balm its people as rain to the earth.

I thought of blood rising up and wondered if the god Hem was meant to be slain and then resurrected. I couldn’t remember if that was a theory of scholars or merely a passing thought in my mind. Could gods die? Gods and prophecies were more Ursa’s interests. Had been. I dared not reach out to her now to see if she was near, not with so many about.

I did not hear Renn approach, so when he spoke, it startled me.

“There is a place I’ve heard about, a street where merchants from all over the world set up their wares. It’s called Nations Row.” He pulled his gloves on. “Have you been?”

I shook my head. “I’ve only been up the main road to come here. I haven’t had a chance to leave the grounds.”

He searched my face, a tight smile touching his mouth. “It’s been a long time for me. Almost like a first for both of us.”

The offer felt warm, like a drink of tea. He moved ahead to the doors, passing Sten and opening them himself.

I tensed my cheeks to keep from smiling too broadly. The chance to get out and explore, to see and talk to other people, to interact with the city and the beautiful aspen woods I could only admire from my window . . . I felt light on my feet. Like I was about to stretch after months of slumber. I could not purchase anything; one thing Renn had yet to change was my lack of wage. But I was used to being poor and finding joy in window-shopping. In imagination. The fresh air and new sights were enough to fulfill me.

“Where are you going?” came a familiar feminine voice, and my joy shriveled. The queen’s timbre put the image of overdried prunes into my mind.

Renn stopped abruptly, but otherwise appeared unfazed. “I’m going into the city.”

Alarm jolted through her as though she’d just stepped into a live firepit. “What?” The word shot like a dart, but she tempered the next. “Why?”

Renn raised an eyebrow. “To explore.”

She shook her head. “It’s not sa—You mean to go without informing me? And with only two guards?”

I could feel the embers igniting in Renn’s stomach as they often did in mine, though from behind him, I couldn’t see if they broke through his mask. “Do my half siblings report their outings to you as well?”

She frowned. I did not think she liked her son’s growing independence, however much she had fought for it. “It doesn’t matter. I need you at the keep today. I’ve scheduled a fitting for you.”

“A fitting? For what?”

“Clothes for your birthday celebration.” She beamed. “I’ve decided to throw you one.”

That gave me pause. I had not known the prince’s twenty-first birthday was approaching. I imagined he’d never had a public party in his honor.

I stepped to the side and glanced at the prince’s profile. His mask was still firmly in place, but I’d learned to read through its cracks. The announcement made him uneasy. Renn did not like crowds. Not because he was unused to them, but because he was a prince of Cansere, a celebrity, and strangers of all kinds approached him because of it. Stared at him, spoke to him, even touched him. He took a long time to open up to newcomers, but when put on show, he had to open up to them immediately, or pretend to. Thus the mask. One of a few he wore.

His answer did not surprise me—he wanted to please, because when he pleased people, they accepted him. Another mask. “That is very thoughtful of you.”

I stuffed images of Nations Row and aspen forests into an urn in the back of my mind. I’d been getting ahead of myself, anyway.

The queen radiated with relief. “I thought you might like it. I will send invitations this morning. Verdanian Truline is meeting you in your salon this morning for your measurements.”

I did not know who Verdanian Truline was, other than Sestan, by his name. However, after returning to Renn’s suite, I discovered he was a men’s tailor, and a renowned one at that; had I spent more time in the castle or worked among the nobility, I would have instantly recognized the name, so accomplished was he. The tailor was short, with an oiled black mustache and oiled black hair, and he spoke with a thick Sestan accent. He’d been living in Rove for ten years now, so Sten informed me. A smart choice; I understood that, had he lived in Sesta, he would not presently be permitted to come here. Not by his king, and not by ours. The ongoing skirmishes had created a stranglehold on trade and travel, though apparently the Noblewights still had the ability to order in new clothes for themselves.

He’d set a tall mirror against the wall and brought over the stool. He wore a pincushion on his left forearm and had three different measuring tapes, one around his neck and two dangling from his belt, along with an array of tools, including shears, chalk, a straightedge, and other things I couldn’t name. I lingered near the door, stifling a yawn, as he spoke to Renn in dulcet tones, waving his arms as if saying, Bigger, bigger, Bigger. Pushing Renn to step outside his comfort zone with his clothing as well.

They seemed to reach an agreement. I looked at my nails, picking dirt from two of them. When I looked up again, Renn was tugging his shirts over his head—all three layers of them.

I had seen the prince in various stages of undress; such was the life of a healer, and anyone who spent so much time in another’s private quarters. I’d seen him in his shirtsleeves, or buttoning on a vest, shoeless, sockless, rumpled, clean. But I’d never actually seen him half naked.

It wasn’t a scandalous thing; men need not guard their chests the way women do. I’d seen my brothers, including Brien and Dan, who were well past puberty, in less. And yet I felt very much exposed, like I was eavesdropping on something I shouldn’t hear, though Renn knew that both Sten and I were in the room, with Ard outside the door. I had the sensation of too much tea, especially because the mirror reflected him back to me, and I hated the discomfort of it. I turned bodily away, pointing my focus at the desk instead. It’s just like Brien. Just like Dan and Colt. Just another brother.

I occupied myself straightening a curl between my fingers. Letting go and watching it bounce back into formation. Gods, it would take hours to straighten my hair into the palace fashion, and it would revert back the moment it got wet.

I glanced back to Renn, forcing myself to take him in with a healer’s mind. His efforts were paying off, for which I was glad. He did not have the build of his brother, but lean muscle was gradually filling him out. He looked healthy. Thank the gods he at least looks it.

Just another brother.

Then I noticed the scar.

He had a scar across his ribs, nearly the length of my hand, angling downward. A scar I could heal, if I ever sorted out which broken bauble it belonged to.

Without thinking, I asked, “Where did you get that?”

Renn glanced back at me as Verdanian marked muslin with chalk. His eyes dropped down, seeming to understand the object of question. “When I was twelve. Assassination attempt.”

I straightened. “Assassin?”

He shrugged, like the idea of a hired killer was commonplace. “That’s why my mother was . . . concerned . . . about our departure. It’s happened before. Never successfully.” The smile he punctuated the statement with had a feline slant to it.

I sputtered, “I suppose that explains the windows.”

His countenance fell a hair before he caught it. “Well . . . yes. Adrinn and Father are at more risk than I am. But given my . . . situation . . . that’s why I stopped going into the city. But it’s been a long time, and I’m far more capable now. We’ll go soon, Nym.”

I nodded dumbly. Verdanian asked him a question about shoulder pads, so I withdrew into myself, thinking. Considering the utter brokenness of Renn’s lumis and the lack of death’s colors there—colors that clouded the entirety of mine.

I wondered if the young prince of Cansere was simply difficult to kill.

The measurements and talk of cloth took a long time, far longer than Talla, the castle seamstress, had taken with me before bringing my new dresses. It took so much time that, peering into the mirror, Renn looked at me and told me I could read a book, so I did. But my heart wasn’t into the story, so I closed my eyes for a moment. Despite my weariness from the night before, I only dozed, never truly slept.

I was afraid, and I wasn’t certain why.
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Talla brought me two dresses to try on, for a party was apparently different than court, and even if I were lingering in the shadows, I needed to fit in. I stated I could wear livery, but Talla said I would be mistaken for the help, and thus partygoers might make requests of me, thus preventing me from tending to His Highness. She had a point there. The dresses were not the fine drapings of nobility, but something a wealthy merchantess might wear, and I picked the more muted of the two, a sage-green dress with a slim overskirt, roughly my size. Talla had to let out the bust and add a panel so I would not be “tantalizing passersby,” as she put it, but it was a nice dress. The nicest I’d ever worn.

I wondered what my mother would think, seeing me in a dress like this. In a small, strange way, it almost felt like a betrayal. Yet I reminded myself I was still only a shadow; I would not be mingling with the nobility itself, and I highly doubted Lord Fell had been invited to the event.

Renn’s birthday party took place on his name day, a few days into fall, when the aspen forests around Rove began to turn shades of gold and yellow, their leaves turning in the breeze like tossed coins. They made such a lovely sight, and I wanted so badly to walk among the white trunks, to touch those leaves with my fingers. I had described them as best I could in my letter to my family. If I can get out there, I will pick a few for you. Something to connect us while we wait.

I reminded Lissel to update the hive records and ensure the bees would have enough food stores for the upcoming winter. There had been no word yet from Brien, but no word meant he was alive. The captains and generals of the army were not so cruel as to forbid families closure, and burial, when a loved one passed.

I prayed the threat of war died before Dan came of drafting age.

At the party, I stood across from the depiction of the phoenix, which made me think of Sesta’s symbolic dragon, the symbol of Adoel Nicosia. That placed the ongoing hostilities heavily on my mind during the party, which soured my mood. Here the Noblewights and their lords and ladies danced in elegant gowns and ate expensive food, as though there were no battles for land or whatever it was Adoel Nicosia wanted in the north. They were unaffected, while their people abandoned their homes and families and fought on their behalf. Fifteen pieces of silver, I thought bitterly. That’s what Lord Fell thought my family was worth, so why would his ilk value commoners any more than that?

Renn did not dance. He did not know how to, though his mother had sent him a tutor the week before the event. He simply did not want to, even if he could perform a waltz well enough. Fortunately, the excuse “Forgive me, but I’ve not yet learned” worked well on most, and, per my suggestion, “My healer has forbidden it for the night” worked on the rest.

Princess Eden was in attendance, lovely in a simple cream gown, hair flattened until it looked like a sheet of bronze, but Prince Adrinn was not, and I did not care to ask why he missed the first public event held in his brother’s name.

Renn stepped out of the room once for air; he returned before I could wind the perimeter of the Great Hall, where the event was held, and check on him. He looked tired near the end of it, but that was natural party fatigue, and nothing that greatly worried me. His relapses came on suddenly; they wouldn’t give me warning.

The event went smoothly, ending shortly after midnight. Princess Eden spared Renn the task of standing at the castle gate and wishing the invitees well as they left for the night, so he, his guards Sall and Bay, and I retreated to his suite. Sall took up his post outside Renn’s door, and Bay took up one just inside it.

Renn dropped onto the couch, brushing hair from his eyes. “That was two hours too long.”

“Are you hurting anywhere?” I came up behind him.

“My feet, my shoulders, but that’s normal. I think.”

I waited for him to lean back. When he did, I touched him just under his ears and slipped into his lumis, silently thanking it for not splintering during the celebration. I tidied things, retied and fortified strings and ribbon, and took a few minutes to sift through the pile again, until I found two more scraps I could fit together. Renn must have sensed when I returned to myself, for he twisted around to look at me over the sofa a beat after I did.

“We’re only three years apart now, aren’t we?” he asked, the yellow candlelight in his salon coloring his eyes green.

“Until winter,” I said.

He leaned into the backrest. “It’s past midnight. That means my birthday is over, and you never got me a gift.”

I snorted. He’d said it in jest, but I retaliated anyway. “I give you legs to walk and lungs to breathe, Your Highness. I think that enough.” I pulled out the ribbon Talla had given me to hold back my hair, and rubbed the space behind my ears where it had lain. “What else could I possibly get you? Another guard? I don’t make a wage, besides.”

The mirth fell from his features. “What?”

I folded the ribbon in my hands and quipped, “Do you want a ribbon?”

“You’re not paid?” he clarified. “Everyone is paid. Bay is paid.” He jerked a thumb toward the guard, who did not react.

I studied him, testing to see if he was in earnest. “I . . . thought you aware.”

“But . . . I thought you were paid. How else did you get that dress?” He gestured to me, his eyes pausing on my chest before lifting to my face. The glance made me overly warm.

I cleared my throat. “The seamstress gave it to me. I imagine I’ll need to return it in the morning.”

“Keep it.”

“It isn’t mine,” I pressed.

“You’ll keep it.” He turned away, stood. Stretched his back before facing me. Didn’t look at me. “Nym . . .”

“Hm?”

He glanced at Bay, then at the candles. “Do you . . . want to leave?”

The question froze my tongue.

Yes, my mind hollered, and yet as I lingered with it, a distinct no sounded farther back, in a recess or corner I dared not investigate. He waited for my response, meeting my eyes. His mask was faltering. He looked . . . sad.

It took me too long to formulate an answer I felt settled with. “If I could take you to Fount with me, to finish our work, I would. I want to see you well again. Truly. But . . . I very much want to go home. I did not prepare myself for a long stay here, and neither did my siblings.”

Shoulders slumped, he nodded.

“I do want to see this through, Renn. Your Highness,” I added.

“Please.” He ran a hand back through his hair. “I’ve been ‘Your-Highnessed’ all night. I don’t need it from you, too.” He sighed. “Well. It’s near enough to your birthday. What do you want?”

I unfolded and refolded the ribbon. “The dress is more than enough.”

“What do you want, Nym?”

I tilted my head to the side, watching him watch me. His eyes were doing that thing again, where they seemed two shades away from burning like the flame at the base of a candlewick. His expression . . . I saw as many emotions seeping through the cracks of his mask as I saw colors in his lumis. Fatigue, guilt, hope . . . and something else I was surely mistaken on and dismissed before it could fully formulate in my brain.

“I want to go into the city with you, now that the celebrations are over,” I admitted. “I want to walk in the aspen forests before the trees lose their leaves.”

“Done.” He snapped his fingers. Easy as that. “We’ll go tomorrow.”

Hope flickered in my chest. I tamped it down. “You should rest tomorrow.”

“I’m fine.”

Flicker, flicker, flicker. But I could not be selfish. Not with the trees, and not with his time. “Your healer demands it.” But I offered him a smile before heading toward the door. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

He looked at me a moment, just a little too long to be comfortable, before coming to himself. “Yes, tomorrow. Good night, Nym.”


Chapter 13

I did insist Renn rest the next day, despite his protests that he’d been resting his entire life. He read, carefully played danerin with Sten, snoozed—anything to occupy himself and let me work.

After some experimentation, I learned I could use the dust and tiniest bits of his lumis to reconstruct whole baubles, as I had when he last relapsed without entirely draining myself in the process; I just had to do it slowly. So slowly even I became bored with it. I was as still in Renn’s lumis as I was physically in his room. My neck and back ached.

“Read something to me.” My voice sounded distant, like I’d spoken underwater.

I felt Renn shift against my physical fingers, but he didn’t break contact. He spoke softly, too soft to breach the barrier between reality and lumis, asking one of the guards to hand him a book, perhaps, for a moment later he said, “Do you want poetry or the ecology of marshlands?”

I paused, watching the infant orb in my hands slowly take shape. “Those are my only choices?”

“We can move to the library.”

I shook my head. My ethereal, in-lumis head; my physical one stayed put. “I’ll have to start all over if we move.”

“I could try carrying you.”

I laughed. “You’re not serious.” I thought, perhaps, physically he could, but the idea of being paraded through the hall in the prince’s arms, blank-faced with magic, made my ears burn.

A pause. “I could attempt to merge the two and read you poetry about marshlands.”

“Yes, that. That is what I want.” I rolled my eyes and leaked a little more magic into the orb, watching it grow like a sponge beneath a sprinkling of rain.

A minute passed before he said, “Art thou the . . . common bullfrog . . . of mine heart? Dost not the . . . cattails . . . bridge yet the . . . directly into the water, not a nest?”

I nearly broke our contact laughing. “That is utterly ridiculous.”

“I’m reading out of two books at once. Ard seems amused.”

“Don’t make me laugh,” I chided, refocusing on my work. “If I break contact, I’ll have to do all of this again, and it’s tedious.”

So he read from the book on marshlands until I finished, leaving me knowing far more about the bullfrog life cycle than I ever cared to learn.

I finished the new globe before lunch and was thankful when I blinked back to reality. I must have looked tired, for Renn offered me his bed to sleep. Instead, I took the sofa. The last thing I needed was the queen making another unexpected visit and finding me curled up in her son’s bedsheets.

After an hour’s nap, I shifted back into Renn’s lumis and gathered another pile of glassy sand, sighing inwardly at the spine-aching work ahead of me. Even taking the process slowly, it would exhaust me beyond function. I looked out over the strewn pile of broken globes. The weight of the work settled on my shoulders.

As I scooped up a handful of dust, however, an idea came to me. It was the magic that melted this down and re-formed it. The magic that let me do anything in this ethereal space. Magic that let me shift weights from scales or move blocks or hang orbs.

If so much of the lumis was magic, then could I form the orbs from magic?

I sat with the idea for a moment. Wanted to run it by Ursa, but I’d have to excuse myself to speak with her privately. Considering, I watched the sparkling sand sift through my fingers, until it left my hands empty.

I imagined the bauble I intended to form and drew pure magic into my hands, as I would if I were summoning a tool or mending a break. I felt it shuddering through my limbs, warm and quick, like an infant’s heartbeat. I willed it into a sphere. Watched as it swirled, a translucent white, like frosty glass, between my palms. Pulling my hands apart, I carefully shaped the magic into a sphere, pulse quickening as it took shape. Yes, this looked just like one of Renn’s orbs! Just like—

The magic rippled and popped, vanishing from my hands.

I gaped at the empty space, wondering. That had felt . . . that had felt right, or so I thought.

I tried again, cupping my hands tightly together. Starting smaller. Pulled on the magic a little more, steadying it with that extra oomph Ursa had given me. Again, the magic swirled into a perfect sphere, but right when I thought I’d finished, it fizzled into nothing, as though it never were.

There was something here, I was sure of it.

Not wanting to exhaust myself on theories, I scooped up sand and finished one more bauble before Renn excused me for the night. I treated myself to a bath and turned in early.

The following day, my one-hundredth since entering Rove Castle, we were to set off past its gates.

I rose early, as always, and went down to the kitchens, happy to be greeted by Lonnie. She asked me about the birthday celebration and told me how hectic it had been in the kitchen for two days, and she’d stayed up nearly all night cleaning up. She assisted me in making lunches for the trip, eight in total. To appease the queen, Renn had to bring all four of his personal guards, as well as have two more trailing behind in civilian clothes. We sliced beautifully baked hard rolls and laid slices of bacon and a fried egg in each. Wrapped each of them up with a stem of grapes and packed them into a wicker basket I could carry. I complimented the cook. Lonnie came into the keep with me, carrying canteens to go with lunch, giggling quietly about how we could put anything we wanted in there and no one would know, which got us on the topic of the hardest liquor we’d ever tasted. Were it a contest, Lonnie would have won.

We had just reached the floor the Noblewight family roomed on when I noticed a flash of a broad white cincture. Prince Adrinn was coming from the opposite direction, sandwiched between two of his own guards, striding with a confidence even Dan would never truly be able to mimic. He met my eyes and smirked; I pointedly looked away and continued my conversation with Lonnie, pressing into her shoulder to make space for the men to pass.

When the prince’s hand reached out and grabbed my womanhood, I jolted as though lightning had entered my crown and zapped out my heels. The castle clicked into shades of gray. For a breath, my spirit left my body.

He released me, never breaking his stride, never looking back, and neither did his rearguard.

I stood frozen in the corridor. Dark memories licked at the corners of my mind like death would a lumis.

“Zia help me,” Lonnie murmured, blanching. She’d seen, then. “Nym, let it go. Let it go. Come on.” She grabbed my wrist, desperate to move me, to distance us from the elder prince. My feet responded before my brain did, and I let her pull me forward as the keep slowly regained its color.

It was not the first time I’d been touched so against my will. And yet I could not ignore it. I still felt his hand there, like it had attached to me, and no matter how quickly I walked or how much I brushed at my skirt, I could not dislodge the sensation. My throat began to squeeze shut. I forbade it, for Lonnie was right—there was nothing I could do but let it go. I was a servant, and he was a prince. I was a peasant, and he the heir to the kingdom.

I started shaking, like it was Ford all over again.

“Nym.” Lonnie guided me into a recess, a little stone inlet meant to showcase a vase or portrait but standing empty. She pulled the wicker basket off my shoulder and grabbed my shoulders, standing so her young face filled my vision. “Nym, are you all right?”

“Hardly,” I whispered, then cleared my throat. Shook myself. “I mean . . . yes, yes, I’m fine. It was nothing.” You’ve survived worse. This is nothing. You’ve survived worse—

“It happens. I told you . . . he’s best avoided by everyone, even us. I’m so sorry. I wouldn’t think from . . .” She shook her head. “It’s over now, all right? He’s gone. See? Empty hallway. It’s just a stupid thing men do. Don’t let it get to you. It doesn’t mean anything.”

I swallowed hard, trying to find my voice. “It doesn’t mean anything,” I repeated.

“What doesn’t mean anything?”

My heart leapt from its cage, the voice unexpected, the fact that it was male feeding the panic and muting the colors around me a moment, but the grayness split for a head of golden hair, and my heart settled a little lower, though not quite in my chest.

Lonnie whipped around. “Y-Your Highness!” She curtsied so low I wasn’t sure she’d be able to get back up. “We didn’t mean to make a spectacle, just delivering the food for your outing today.”

But Renn looked over Lonnie to me, his brows drawing together. I had not schooled myself in time. “What ‘doesn’t mean anything’? What are you not letting ‘get to you’?”

I shook my head. “It’s nothing, Your Highness. A . . . miscommunication.”

But that damn quiver was in my voice, and he knew I was lying, and the tension in the air felt like it had in the Great Hall when Whitestone attempted to discredit me.

“You’re dismissed,” he said to Lonnie, followed by, “Thank you for your assistance.”

She passed one nervous glance to me before rising and scurrying down the hallway.

Renn took a step forward. “What, Nym?”

I tried to smile. “It’s nothing, just between Lonnie and I—”

“Is this the line, then?” he asked, his body heat making me feel like I was standing next to a furnace. “Where we stop being honest with one another?”

I pressed my lips together.

“Nym—”

“That’s not fair.”

“Just tell me—”

“Your brother . . . touched me, all right?” I whispered, feeling as though the accusation rang through the little alcove. “It was nothing. Over clothes, just in passing. I’ve already forgotten—Renn!”

He was marching down the corridor, back the way I’d come.

“Your Highness, wait!” I called after him, but it did nothing to stall him. Cursing, I grabbed the wicker basket and the canteens and shoved them into the back of the alcove, then took off after the prince. He was decidedly too fast—I ought to dislodge a few of his baubles.

I thought he’d have turned toward Prince Adrinn’s rooms, but he hadn’t, which meant he knew, or guessed, that his brother was scheduled for something today. I hurried to the stairs and took them quickly down, until I reached the Lords’ Hall on the ground floor. I caught sight of Renn approaching Adrinn; his brother’s guards didn’t stop him. He was just the sickly young prince, anyway.

So Renn had no trouble swinging his fist into Prince Adrinn’s face.

“Oh gods.” I hefted my skirt and ran to them. One of the guards grabbed Renn’s shoulder and hauled him back. Prince Adrinn, nose bleeding, wheeled on him and struck him back.

Breaking him.

“Stop it!” I screamed as Renn teetered back, but didn’t fall, thanks to the guard’s hold on him. I heard footsteps rushing behind me but didn’t turn. I reached Renn’s side. “For the gods’ sake, stop!”

Expression contorted and ugly, Prince Adrinn readied for a second blow, only to have his arm caught by Ard, who hauled him back. “Apologies, Your Highness,” he said to the elder prince, “but it is my duty.”

“Stop this at once!”

Princess Eden rushed upon the scene from deeper in the hall, her skirts, cape, and bronze hair flying behind her.

Renn struggled against the guard even as his eye swelled up. Prince Adrinn threw off Ard and launched at his brother again.

“Adrinn!” Princess Eden stepped in front of him, barely giving him time to pull his punch and avoid striking her.

“You are both acting like children,” I seethed, inspecting Renn’s face. His brother hadn’t held back.

“He assaulted me,” Prince Adrinn spat to his sister. “He’s a jealous fool.”

“Jealous of what?” Renn snapped back. “That I don’t have to regurgitate my baby brother’s advice to sound smart to Father?”

Prince Adrinn pushed Eden aside, but Ard and his own guard stalled him. “You bastard, I’ll—”

“You are a cad and a liar, Your Highness,” I growled at Adrinn.

Prince Adrinn was more than a pretty body; he was strong, and he could destroy Renn if he wished to. He twisted from the guards’ grip and passed Princess Eden, seizing me by the front of my dress. “You forget your place, craft-ridden wench.”

“Unhand her!” Renn spat, fighting against those who held him.

“Adrinn,” the princess cried, “if you have ever had any love for me, you will stop this now! Renn is your brother!”

He scowled at me, breath hot on my face while Renn struggled to free himself from Adrinn’s guard. Blessedly, Adrinn released me and stormed away. His guard holding Renn hesitated, then too released him, exchanging a sympathetic nod with Ard.

Renn cursed. His eye was swelling shut.

“Stupid man,” I muttered. “I’ll heal you in your salon.” He could walk and think about the idiotic thing he had done. It served none of us.

I was still fuming when we reached his suite. When Sten saw the prince, he made a choking sound and asked what had happened; Ard signaled him to wait. Renn, cupping his eye, dropped onto the sofa and winced.

I was not gentle when I grabbed his head and dowsed, nor when I tidied up the newly busted baubles in his lumis, not that he’d feel the latter. When I’d finished, his eye appeared untouched, the skin unblemished.

I left to retrieve the food and to give myself a respite from the stupidity of men. When I returned, I dumped it on the nearest chair.

“Enjoy yourself today.” I turned for the door.

“Where are you going?” Renn asked.

I glared at him. “I no longer wish to come.”

“Not really a choice you have, is it?” He wiped a hand down his face. “No, I didn’t mean that. But I want you to come.”

“I want many things,” I retorted. “Even a prince of the realm does not get everything he wants.”

“Why are you angry with me?”

“Why am I angry with you?” I shot back. Renn gestured to Ard and Sten, who slipped out into the hall. “A man puts his hands on me, so your solution is to put your hands on him? A man larger, stronger, and more powerful than you? What did you think he would do? What if Ard had not stepped in as he had, or Eden? How much of a beating can you take, Renn? You don’t know!”

He grimaced. “Adrinn gets away with whatever he wishes. I could not let him get away with that.”

“And there are no other avenues for which justice can be achieved?”

“I wasn’t thinking.”

“Yes, you were!” It took all my self-control not to scream it at him. “You are not a person who resorts to physical altercations to solve problems. You couldn’t be that person, so don’t try to tell me it was some sort of manly instinct!”

“This isn’t some show of masculinity, Nym!” he barked back. “He hurt you!”

Something twisted inside my chest. “I told you I was fine. I’m fine.”

He fumed. Practically burned me with his star-bright eyes. “What’s really bothering you about it?”

I threw my hands into the air. “What kind of a question is that?”

“Anger hides more vulnerable feelings, isn’t that what you told me?”

I opened my mouth, but my lungs had lost the ability to shout. “Don’t use that on me.”

“Use it on you? Is it not the truth?”

Balling my hands into fists, I collapsed into the chair alongside lunch, then dropped my head into my hands. I did not answer. I breathed, I boiled, and I tried to calm down.

Gods knew I needed Ursa right now.

A few minutes passed before Renn sighed. “Thank you for healing me.”

I did not respond.

Another minute passed. “We’ve already made the preparations.” His voice had lowered to its normal volume, its gentle cadence. “So we should go.”

“I do not wish to attend.”

“I’ll carry you out if I must.”

I scoffed and looked up. “You couldn’t possibly.”

The impish man, he raised an eyebrow and barely masked a smile. “Shall we test that theory?”

I glared at him for several long seconds before giving up. I understood Renn had been trying to defend my honor. The action had been brash and ill-planned, but well-intended. And while the excursion into the woods was for me, he could not safely tour the city without my presence. I strengthened his lumis at least twice a day, and if he relapsed . . . I didn’t know what would happen. His relapses did have some effect on his death lines, but I’d never postponed healing to see what they might do without intervention. Renn had been very alive when I’d first met him, and his lumis had been in absolute ruin—were I to tear apart my own to a similar shambles, I would die before I got halfway there. It made little sense. Perhaps after building it up so high, he now had farther to fall. An unmonitored relapse might kill him. I didn’t know. And I didn’t want to find out. If I refused, no one would be leaving the keep today.

I stood and snatched the lunch basket. “I will walk.”

And I opened the door to inform Sten and Ard.
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Rove was truly breathtaking.

I had seen it before, when I’d answered the call for the draft, of course. And I could see much of it from my window. But to be in it, to be focused on its shops and its people and its ancient architecture instead of the road leading to its fortress, was an entirely different experience. Enough to melt away my anger and any anxiety over earlier talk of assassins and let me truly enjoy the excursion.

I could not say I loved big cities. Grot was the largest near Fount, and it paled in comparison to the capital. Rove was noisy and dirty, and so many people meant one person didn’t know the next, and so no one truly cared. They bumped shoulders without apologizing, haggled without mercy, and shouted over right-of-way on the road. The presence of soldiers made everything even more claustrophobic. But the colors, the wares, the streetlamps . . . there was so much any negative effects faded into the background.

Renn wore street clothes—at least, the clothes a wealthy man not of royal blood might wear. He’d changed out his white cincture—only worn by the royalty, generals, and judges—for the yellow of Salm, god of the land and sea. He caught the eye of a few, but many did not know what he looked like; portraits of him didn’t circulate. For many, the king himself could walk by, and if he did not wear the phoenix of the Noblewights or the crown of Cansere, they would not recognize him. The guard brought attention to us, or so I believed. Then I realized it was simply Renn who turned the occasional head. I had thought from time to time that the prince exuded a sort of light, and not just from his fine clothing. There was a radiance about him, especially when he smiled. In these past months, the man had found himself beneath the broken bones, fevers, shakes, coughs. Discovered his own spirit, once his mind was off the failings of his body. Perhaps I was biased, but I swore others noticed it as well, the way they glanced over as we wound through the streets. He would have made an excellent priest, Renn. If he ever overcame his shyness and took to public speaking, he would easily captivate a room.

We went to Nations Row, a street on the east side of the city where people from all over the world set up stalls and laid out rugs to sell their wares. It felt like entering a rainbow; merchants hung bright draperies and colored ribbon, windchimes and mirrors, even large colorful birds, anything to attract attention over their neighbor. Musicians crowded between stalls, playing drums or bells, stringed instruments I didn’t recognize. One stall had hoisted a giant pinwheel; another had its entire back wall pinned with flowers. I would have stopped, overcome, had Renn’s retinue not continued on. Remembering myself, I hurried after, seeking out the prince, and I grinned.

His face, too, opened in childlike wonder. He asked the merchant if he could touch the rainbow bird, which was called a parrot—a fact Renn already, unsurprisingly, knew. Seeing Renn’s clothing, the merchant did one better and allowed him to hold it and feed it a shelled nut. Renn laughed and offered the bird to Ard, who seemed terrified of it, but allowed the creature to perch on his forearm. In thanks, Renn bought a parcel of sweets from the seller and gave it to Bay to carry.

He visited the next seller, then the next, crouching down for those on blankets only. He did not entirely mask his bashfulness; he tended only to speak if spoken to, but his words remained kind and genuine. When asked where he was from, he said, “Fount.” The lie brought me some pleasure, even if most did not know the town.

The road stretched long. A few merchants called out to me with jade combs for my hair, or corsets for my waist, or beaded cinctures. I held up a polite but stalling hand to each of them, though when Renn approached the large table of a Sestan mineral dealer, I paused at its nearest corner at an array of necklaces. Leather corded, with flat, oval pendants, as though the god Salm had made a sweet roll from the gems of the earth and sliced it as thin as a feast ham. My hand strayed to one that looked like the depths of the night sky—that halfway point between dusk and dawn when the moon slumbers on the other side of the world, and heaven’s secrets shine in a band between endless clusters of stars.

“Do you fancy it?” the man asked, his Sestan accent light. I wondered if he’d lived in Cansere a long time, or if he tried to mask it, due to the conflict.

I ran my thumb over its long, smooth surface. “What is it?”

“Agate, miss. Tundra agate. Mined from the arctic hills of Sesta. Would be hard to acquire, now. It suits you.”

I offered a polite smile at the compliment and pulled my hand away. Then a new one looped around the leather cord and lifted it from its hook.

“We’ll take it.” Renn motioned for me to turn around.

I frowned. “That is not necessary.”

“I knew you’d say something like that.” He kept his voice low, so only I could hear. “Consider it the first contribution to your lost wages. And an apology.” He circled his finger, a gesture for me to turn.

It was a lovely necklace. And the Noblewights did owe me quite a bit for my services. It felt wrong, a peasant woman like me wearing an eccentric necklace like that, but was it sinful to have one nice thing?

Ursa would tell me I’d insult Salm to turn down a gift from his earth, even if it came from Sestan soil.

I bit down on a smile and turned, allowing Renn to clasp the necklace. He brushed my thick mass of curls over my shoulder, sending a shiver down my spine, and carefully looped the clasp beneath so it would not catch. The stone hung just between my breasts. The length of it startled me—it measured exactly where a wedding pendant would fall—right over my heart. I covered the agate with my hand as a flush crept up my neck. It’s just happenstance. I’d never seen an agate wedding pendant, besides. No one would possibly mistake it. Perhaps I could put it on a longer cord, later.

Turning back, I said, “Thank you.”

His cerulean eyes warmed to the color of summer skies, more beautiful than any necklace. He paid the merchant. A paltry sum for a prince, I was sure, but enough to make a beekeeper writhe.

We did not see all of Nations Row, not when Renn explored each and every booth, but he did not forget my request, so early in the afternoon, we departed, the events of the morning truly forgotten, and we trekked toward the woods. We did not need to show our papers to leave the city, though I imagined the city guard would get a surprise when we returned, for they, too, did not recognize the king’s third child.

The natural world opened up past those walls, the blanket of aspens so much grander close up, with a view through their branches toward the sun instead of across them from a keep window. I grabbed two handfuls of my skirt and jogged ahead, trekking up a shallow hill to where the forest started, sparsely at first, but the trunks grew closer together farther in. Bay lingered near the tree line, watching the hills for threats. I found a flat, grassy space beneath the golden boughs and stood in its center, staring up at the coinlike leaves, absorbing birdsong and the smell of loam.

“You look like a fairy.” Renn entered the clearing, Sten and Ard right behind him. I could just make out Sall deeper in the forest, walking a circle, doing his duty.

I grinned at him. “There aren’t forests like this in Fount.”

“Are there forests at all?”

“Not really. Not close.” I spun slowly, taking in the beauty of it all. “Will Bay and Sall not eat?”

“They will.” Renn took a blanket from a pack on his back and laid it out. I handed a sandwich to Ard and one to Sten, and they dropped the canteens, minus four, on the center of the blanket. Sten trekked out to give water to the other guards. Where the two who were trailing us in the city had gone, I wasn’t sure. My attention had not been on them.

I used my mother’s knife to cut my sandwich in two and ate it lying down, staring up into the canopy. The sun twinkled gently between the leaves, which danced in the occasional breeze, looking more fairylike than I ever could. I lay there even after eating, feeling the autumn air on my skin, enjoying the sounds of the forest.

“There’s a story I read”—Renn leaned back on his elbows—“about fairies in the woods. It was about a little boy who ventured away from his mother and got lost in the trees, only to be discovered by young fairies his age, who convinced him to play in the brambles with them. But the thorns stuck to his clothes and trapped him there. He called out to his parents, but they never found him, and he lived only by the mercy of the fairy children, who brought him a meal once a day. Eventually, well into his adulthood, a drought struck, and the bramble grew brittle. He broke from his prison and ran back home, only to find the farmhouse abandoned, and the graves of his parents and a sibling he never knew he had in the garden.”

I frowned. “That’s the end?”

“It is.”

“You read such sad stories.” I sat up. “All the books you give me are sad.”

“Their themes are realistic.” He picked a leaf from my hair. I watched him turn it over between his fingers before setting it on the blanket.

“Even real people have happy stories.”

He considered this a moment. “I suppose I always strayed from the happy ones. I never related to them.”

My heart sank. His was a sad story. I supposed mine was, too. Did that guarantee a sad ending for us?

What would happen when I finally finished healing him? I would go home to Fount and . . . that would be the end, wouldn’t it? It would be a happy ending, his healing. His restoration. But then why did it feel so . . . heavy?

“I should read them.” He met my eyes. “Now I think I’d like to read the happily-ever-afters.”

His contented gaze filled me with warmth. I wanted to explore a little more, so I offered to dowse into him, which he accepted, and I delicately secured all the vibrant baubles of his lumis before we packed up the picnic and set off into the trees. It seemed no one else, minus a few rabbits, crickets, and songbirds, occupied this part of the forest. It felt like a world all our own, and in truth, I hadn’t felt freer since before my parents and sister died.

I followed a little footpath, studying wildflowers and mushrooms I didn’t recognize, brushing my hands through the leaves on low-hanging branches. They’d fall soon, leaving the trees barren and scraggly, ugly until snow highlighted their angles.

“Does it snow here?” I asked.

Renn walked beside me. He so seldomly walked right beside me; I always fell a step or two behind him, where a shadow belonged. “It does; all of Cansere is well above a snow-free boundary. You wouldn’t break the snow line until you reached Lao. Or, technically, a few miles above it.”

I gawked at him. I’d never even heard of Lao. “I wonder what that must be like. A place where it never snows.”

He sighed longingly. “I want to go there. See a winter without snow. Sail on the ocean. Tour Cansere, and even Sesta, once Adoel stops his pointless attacks on our ports.” He frowned. “Do you think it’s possible? To travel so far?”

I nodded. “Of course. Though . . . until I figure out how to hold you together, I’d have to come with you.”

A soft smile touched his mouth. “I wouldn’t want to go without you, Nym.”

His hand brushed mine, fingers intertwining.

My heart seized, footsteps slowing, skin prickling. I pulled my hand away. Cradled it against my chest.

“I can find my way without a guide,” I whispered.

Renn hesitated. “I wasn’t—”

“No.” I struggled to find my voice. I met his eyes, piercing like the sun, and stepped away from him. “No, Renn.”

Empty and lightheaded, I turned back for the city.

We did not speak again.


Chapter 14

I did not want to see the prince the following morning. Could not bring myself to do it. Thoughts of him weighed down my heart and made my fingers tremble, so I sat on my bed in my tiny room, turning the agate pendant over in my hands, staring out the window as the sun rose. The day lacked clouds, and it was not a beautiful sunrise.

“Nym,” Ursa said softly. “If you just—”

“I said I don’t want to discuss it.” I sucked in as much air as my lungs could hold, as if doing so would alleviate this concave feeling in my chest. I’d already dowsed into myself but found nothing to repair. I wanted to think of anything else, but my days were filled with Prince Renn Reshua Noblewight. I had to think about him. Be close to him. Touch him.

I laughed, pretending it didn’t sound dry and false. “It’s cute, in a way.”

“Are we talking about it, then?”

“He’s just like a little brother.” I picked up my comb and forced it too roughly through my hair.

“Brien doesn’t hold your hand, Nym.”

I picked at a knot. “I was thinking more like Heath or Terrence.”

“He’s Brien’s age.”

“I know how old he is!” I barked, flinging the comb against the wall. I winced, then crossed over to it, hoping I hadn’t broken it. Sighed when I saw I’d only snapped one outer tooth; the comb would still work fine. “I’m merely pointing out that he’s too young.”

“Three years isn’t—”

“Four, Ursa. And this is what I will not talk about.” I dropped the comb on my bed and started roughly braiding my hair. “You’re not here. You don’t understand.”

“I understand you plenty, Nym. Better than anyone.”

I shook my head. “He’s just desperate for attention. He hasn’t had enough time to get to know other nobles. It’s nothing more than that. He accidentally touched my hand in the woods. It’s nothing. I’m letting it go, and so should you. You know I will never . . . I will never, Ursa. Not again. Even if he was a local farmer and not . . . what he is.” I tugged a tie around the end of my braid. “But it doesn’t matter. It’s one sided. I only want to finish the work and go home. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

She did not respond.

Lying back on my bed, I entered my lumis and knelt beside one of the dark crenellations, trying to re-create one of its blocks with pure magic, as I had done with Renn’s orbs. I found I could change the shape of the spinning magic, which put me in mind of clay on a potter’s wheel. But, like before, the magic snapped from being just as I finished the molding. Ursa had no additional thoughts on it. I didn’t think she’d want to brainstorm further with me, at the moment.

I tried to read, but my mind couldn’t focus, and Renn had given me these books, which only brought uncomfortable thoughts of him to my mind.

The sun was fully up when I told myself I was being childish and went to the prince’s suite. I wore the necklace, but under my bodice. Agate was not the most precious of stones, but my door had no lock, and I didn’t want to risk it being stolen. I still meant to obtain a longer cord for it, so it did not hang directly over my heart, but my means for procuring one were limited. I did not want to ask Renn and risk insulting his gift, nor did I want to humiliate myself by explaining my reasoning. I would have to ask the favor of Lonnie.

I met Sten in the hallway; he appeared to be looking for me, but did not comment on my tardiness. In the salon, Renn was already dressed for the day, again in the black and red colors of his house, hair combed and face clean, looking every inch a prince. He even had a silver cuff on one of his ears.

He sat in the farthest chair from the door, the closest to his room, one foot propped up on the short table, a new book in his hands. He lowered it when I entered. Leaned forward as though to stand, but didn’t. “Are you unwell?”

He thought sickness the reason for my tardiness. “I’m a healer.” I shrugged. “I’m never unwell.”

Not true, but he didn’t contest it. I crossed the room to him. “Are you unwell?”

He touched his chest. “Only a little,” he confessed, so I stepped behind him and gently, so carefully, touched him behind his ears. I was more than happy to dowse; it took me away from the room and gave me something to focus on. Two of his baubles had cracked, so I soothed them, and I spent the rest of the morning gathering the last of the dust and slowly, meticulously, melting it down and blowing life into it again, careful not to strain myself.

In the early afternoon one of the palace physicians—notably not Whitestone—arrived, asking if he could do an exam on the prince, per request of the queen. Renn immediately stiffened, mask up, and nodded. He hated strangers touching him.

I wondered how long it had taken for him to stop hating me touching him, too.

I excused myself to the hallway, sitting on the stone floor and laying my head back against a tapestry of a hart, closing my eyes to rest. The physician took nearly an hour to leave, and when I returned, I went straight back to dowsing. Not to escape, or so I told myself, but because it was my job.

Renn asked if I would like him to request dinner on my behalf, but I turned him down and ate with the servants, listening to Lonnie talk about her day in that animated way of hers. I healed a burn on Cook’s finger. It took me only seconds to recount my own day: I’d dowsed into the prince. Simple, boring, unmonumental. Just the way I wanted it to be.

The next day was much the same, though I arrived on time. The prince was dressing, so I waited for him in the salon, picking at a loose stitch on my collar. He smiled when he saw me, and I offered a small smile back, but I kept our conversation short and, again, spent the day dowsing into him, replaying the woods in my mind, truly wondering if it had just been an accident, and very desperately wanting it to be.

I ate with Lonnie and the others again—the tension caused by rumors over my lumis had ebbed, at least with this group, and I rarely witnessed any overt avoidance or ostracism from my peers. Kilg whispered something to Lonnie that made her blush, and I wondered after it, though I didn’t think I’d get an opportunity to ask until we bathed together. I decided to fit that back into my schedule. It really wasn’t necessary, nor appropriate, to ask others to bring me a tub when everyone else came to the same bathing room to take care of their cleanliness. I could do the same.

The sun was nearly set when I returned to my room, stiff and tired from dowsing with few breaks. I rubbed my neck, easing the tension there, and considered not for the first time cutting off my hair, because its heavy curls were often cumbersome, but though I did not straighten it into the look popular with nobles, it was a vanity of mine, so I figured I would dowse into myself and then fall asleep.

When I opened my door, however, a lantern on the floor illuminated the silhouette of a man on my bed.

I gasped, blood cold, and backstepped out of the room. The man lifted his face.

“I will neither punish nor proposition you,” Prince Adrinn’s voice rasped. “Heal me, and I’ll be on my way.”

I hesitated, staring at him, noting how hunched over he was, one arm draped across his middle.

Stepping into the room, I asked, “What happened?”

“Close the door.”

I did, but left a crack open between the knob and its latch.

“It doesn’t matter what happened,” he growled. “I just need you to fix it.”

“Whitestone is more than capable.”

He glowered at me. “Is that how it is, then? What do you want? Hm? Money? An apology?” He snapped the last word like a curse.

I considered. “I want you to swear on your own head, under the eyes of the gods, that you will never touch nor talk to me again.”

He winced, a slivered moment of humility. “As far as I am able, I swear it. Just do it, please.”

His word was enough for me. I came over to him, moving the lamp so it would be within my easy reach should Prince Adrinn prove an oathbreaker as well as a cad. I’d have something to swing at his head, in that case. Hunched as he was, I put my fingertips on his temples instead of his jaw and slipped into his lumis.

His was an interesting portrayal, one I’d not seen before. Within the confines of Prince Adrinn’s lumis was a menagerie of sorts, sterling silver cages of all shapes and sizes, some hanging, some standing, some on pedestals. They appeared empty at first, but as I stepped closer, I could see ethereal, almost ghostly forms inside each one. They did not look like normal animals did, only had a likeness of them, enough so I could tell they were fauna. His death lines congregated around one spot, a larger cage that appeared to have been crushed, as though an anvil had dropped on it from above, forcing the door open. If left untreated, his injury would kill him, I was sure, but even Whitestone’s administrations would keep him alive. They’d simply take longer.

I moved quietly between the cages, footsteps light, until I caught sight of a large rabbitlike shimmer. Crouching down, I tried to coerce it toward me, but it ignored me, so pulling on my magic, I crafted a leash of light between my hands, looped it, and tossed it around the creature’s neck. It didn’t try to escape, but allowed me to guide it back to its cage.

Stepping on the leash so the beast would not wander off, I pressed my palms into the warped bars, avoiding the death lines, and commanded them to straighten, to pull upward, and to smooth, until the cage stood as a domed cube. The death lines faded away. Then I guided the animal inside and latched the door.

I heard a great intake of breath as I returned to my room. Prince Adrinn stood, nearly knocking me over, and without further word, he departed, not even bothering to take the lantern with him.

At least in this moment, he had kept his word.
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I did not want to be accused of theft, so when I reported to Renn’s suite in the morning, I brought the lantern with me.

The prince looked hale; he was finishing off a tray of breakfast. “I want to go to the training grounds today. Thom is expecting me. Does that work for—” He looked up at me, then at the lantern in my hand. “Where did you get that?”

“Your brother left it in my room last night.” I set it on the table. “I didn’t know where to return it.”

Renn blanched. Standing, breakfast forgotten, he asked, “Why was Adrinn in your room?” He came around the table and stood before me, studying me. Softer, so Sten wouldn’t hear, he asked, “Nym, are you all right? Did he . . . ?”

“I am perfectly fine.” I sounded like a tired grandmother. “He came to be healed.” He hadn’t asked for my discretion, so he wouldn’t have it.

Renn’s brow furrowed. “Healed for what?”

“I don’t know. But I put the rabbit back.”

He tilted his head to one side. “What rabbit?”

I shrugged and handed him the lantern. He took it, looking it over, looking me over, looking Sten over.

He set the lantern down. “Stay here,” he ordered, and left. Sten jogged to keep up with him. Hopefully they weren’t going to come to fisticuffs again—if Renn wouldn’t fear his brother’s knuckles, then he should fear my temper.

Sighing, I sat on the couch. “If I really wanted my back wages, I could just rob this place. They’ve given me a perfect opportunity to do so.”

“Normally I would not approve,” Ursa said, “but in this case, I think it would be just.”
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Nearly two hours passed before Renn returned. Unfortunately for him, I had grown rather cross in that time.

“If you’re going to storm out for any notable amount of time,” I snapped, “you could tell me first. I have things I could have gotten done.” Laundry, for starters.

“I’m sorry.” He stepped aside so Sten could retake his place on the far wall. “I did not know how long it would take. We need to collect your things.”

“Pardon?”

But he was already heading out the door. “I moved your room.”

I stared at his back, the words nonsense to me, until he disappeared into the hallway. I took off after him, pushing past his tailing guards. “You did what?”

“I love my brother,” Renn said quietly, “but I don’t trust him. I especially don’t trust him lately. He makes my mother uncomfortable.”

That gave me pause. “How does he make your mother uncomfortable?”

He shook his head. “I just . . . feel it. She wasn’t forthcoming when I asked.”

“Well, your mother makes everyone else uncomfortable. Seems an honest trade.”

He cast a disparaging glance at me, almost enough to convince me to apologize. “I’m moving your room. You can either cooperate or wait in mine.”

“You don’t even know where my room is!”

“I do.”

“Since when? How?”

But sure enough, he took the right stairs and halls to my little corner. Because it had no lock, as Prince Adrinn had taken advantage of, he just let himself in.

“What if my drawers are drying in there?” I protested, grabbing his elbow, but he stopped abruptly, and my nose hit his back.

“It’s so . . . tiny.” He stepped forward, turning around, taking in the bed and the bag and nothing else. “Where’s your furniture?”

“You’re looking at it.” I pushed past him and snatched my bag off the floor. It held the other four dresses I owned. “As you can see, I need no assistance.”

Yet the way he looked at me had my hackles dropping. Like a man who’d just received sight and prepared to weep for it. “I didn’t know.”

Adjusting the bag on my shoulder, I mumbled, “It’s not terrible. You haven’t seen so much of the world.” I hadn’t, either, but I’d seen more than him. “There’s a room this size in my house where three of my siblings sleep. It’s normal.”

He said nothing, only surveyed the space a moment longer, then held out his hand to me. A flare of panic surged up my spine, thinking of the woods, but I realized he meant to take my bag. I handed it to him, then followed him back toward his suite—

—and to the room directly left of it.

“What? This?” I asked as Renn unlocked the door while Sten and Ard stood as burly sentinels in the hallway. Then, through my teeth, I hissed, “This is a noblewoman’s room.”

“And presently unoccupied.” He pushed the door open. Crossed the salon and pulled the curtains, shedding light on the space.

It was not as large as Renn’s—it had a small salon, about twice the size of my previous keep bedroom, and then a bedroom of similar size, with a four-poster bed and two rectangular windows with glass, but without the bars Renn’s bore. Not a room meant to secure a royal, then. At least it would be a change of view.

“And what?” I asked, facing him. “You’re going to assign Bay and Sall to me?”

He ran a hand back through his hair. “This way I’m only a wall away.”

“A great stone wall away. Unless you’re in your bedroom, then you’re two.”

He sighed. “Nym, just let me do this for you.”

“Is this for me, or for you?”

“What kind of a question is that?”

I wilted. It wasn’t a fair one, or a clear one, that was certain. I hugged myself. “I don’t . . . I don’t know what to think about this.”

“Think of it as a contribution to lost wages. And a protection of your purity.”

My hackles rose again. “What does my ‘purity’ have to do with it?”

I didn’t know whether it pleased me or mortified me that Renn carried a flush much like his mother did, high and bright on his cheeks. “I-I didn’t mean . . . That is, your safety . . . Stop arguing with me, Nym. I hate it.”

“You hate losing.”

“That, too.” He planted his hands on his hips. “Well. Dowsing and then training. Or do you feel like fighting me on that as well?”

Dropping my arms, I gestured to the door. He played danerin with Sten while I picked through his lumis, then he spent the next three hours on the training grounds with Thom while I watched from the fence, pinching the agate pendant beneath my collar. For a man who hated losing, he sure did it often in the training ring. He got knocked over again and again, but I wasn’t supposed to interfere unless he raised a hand for help. I was shocked the queen allowed such rough treatment of him. Still, anyone could see Renn’s progress. He was incredibly motivated to learn. To become what he might have been had fate dealt his cards differently.

When he finished, wincing at his new bruises and thoroughly muddied, he shook hands with Thom and limped off the training grounds.

“I’m surprised your mother tolerates this,” I offered.

“She doesn’t.” He rubbed a shoulder where he’d been struck by a training sword. “Adrinn spoke with her.”

That surprised me. “He did?”

We reached the keep, and he leaned against it, stretching his calves. Ard hovered nearby. “Adrinn spoke to our father, who spoke to her. She still hates it. That’s why she never comes out here. It makes her . . . anxious.”

Perhaps I should ask to have my room moved to the training grounds, then. I’d have a veritable shield against the prickly, overprotective queen. “That was kind of him.”

“Adrinn is capable of being a good man. He has his . . . vices, surely.” He stretched his other leg. “He may be a cad, but he will be a good king.”

A good king, but doubtful a good husband. Despite my evidence, the judgment felt unfair, and I didn’t voice the thought to Renn. I didn’t think he’d appreciate it.

I was about to offer to check his lumis when a trumpet sounded. It took only a few seconds for a second one to bellow, closely followed by a third, their discordant notes souring the air.

I looked to the castle turrets but spied none of the heralds.

“What is that for?”

Renn had tensed beside me. “I don’t know. We only panic if it sounds four times.” He considered. “Come.” He reached for my hand, then quickly pulled back, the scorn of our picnic still fresh. I pretended as if I didn’t notice the gesture, nor the chill that settled oddly into my skin. He led the way into the keep. I followed in his shadow, Ard behind me. Sten was at the window in the stairs and, after Renn told him, “Great Hall,” he took the lead.

The deeper we moved into the castle, the more frantic it became; servants rushing to and fro, noise building in the bailey. We’d just passed the Lords’ Hall when Queen Winvrin rushed up the corridor, lifting her skirts to better her speed. Her drawn face shimmered with perspiration, and when she saw Renn, her eyes rolled back in relief. I almost thought she meant to faint. So did Sten, apparently, for he lunged forward to steady her, releasing her arm only when the queen assured him she was fine.

“All of you to the tunnel now.” She slid by Sten and physically pushed Renn back the way we had come.

I had no idea what tunnel she referred to.

“Mother. Mother.” Renn planted his heels and seized the queen’s wrists. “What is going on?”

She looked at me. Worry glinted in her pale eyes, setting me on edge. Then she focused on Renn and answered, breathless, “The king of Sesta is here. Adoel Nicosia is at our gates.”


Chapter 15

For a moment, I couldn’t breathe. Renn went rigid as glass.

“His army?” he asked.

The queen shook her head, and I let out all my air at once. “No, he’s . . . he’s here as a delegate. To negotiate.”

“Himself?” Renn asked, incredulous. “Not an emissary?”

I knew Queen Winvrin hated my intrusions, but I spoke nonetheless. “I thought His Majesty had turned down the offer of negotiations.”

She didn’t reprimand me, and that scared me more than the trumpets and the frenzied staff did.

“He refused to host them,” she answered, focused only on her son. “King Nicosia has denied hearing us otherwise. This is . . . unexpected. A move meant to rile us. We can’t turn him away. He’s waiting at the gates.”

“At the gates?” Renn retorted. “How did he get to the gates without warning?”

The skin around the queen’s eyes and ears reddened. “It’s a figure of speech, Renn!”

Renn’s brow furrowed. “Then negotiate with him. I don’t understand why you’re so panicked.”

She gripped his forearm. Squeezed until the pallor of her hands matched that of her face. “Renn, he is a dangerous man. Please . . . please just do as I say. Please go to the tunnel.”

He resisted. “I know how to handle something like this. Let me listen to what he has to say. I can advise—”

Her hands went to her face. “Please. I know you cherish your new freedom, but please, do this for me.”

He hesitated. Frowned. “Adrinn and Eden—”

“I’ll send them along.” She pointed at the guards. “Go. Take the healer with you. Go.”

Turning, she hurried back to the Great Hall.

Renn inclined his head. He was obviously not thrilled, but after seeing the queen’s desperation, even I wanted to obey her orders. Ard began leading us back the way we’d come, then down a tight, sloping corridor I’d never seen before.

I pinched the fabric over Renn’s muddied elbow. “What tunnel?”

We did not slow, but Renn lowered his head to me, his breath warm against my ear. “There’s a tunnel beneath the castle in case of a siege. To get the royal family, the women and children, out. It’s not well known.”

Nerves lit up through my limbs like fire set to pine resin. “I won’t tell a soul. Is . . . is he really so dangerous?”

Renn shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ve never met the man. My mother is a worrier, but . . .” He set his jaw. Swallowed. “This is different.”

I didn’t let go of his sleeve as we approached a column snug against a wall; Renn pressed his hand along it to reveal a hidden door there—its seams so fine I would never have found it on my own. We slipped through to the narrowest, steepest set of stairs I’d ever beheld. We moved single file, my knees aching as we went down. The cold air pebbled my skin. Darkness shrouded us; I feared missing a step. Then the stairs vanished, and I set foot on flat, packed earth.

Ard lit a torch and led us through another narrow corridor; the ceiling was so low even I, the shortest, had to duck. It seemed to last forever—I thought this was the tunnel in question, but the corridor opened into a tiny, round chamber, a deep shadow on its far wall. When Ard neared, I saw a hole, like a cave mouth, and an iron grate over it.

“Wait,” Renn said, listening. “Where are the others?”

The queen had said she’d send Prince Adrinn and Princess Eden after us. Adrinn might be needed for negotiations, but if Adoel Nicosia was as dangerous as the queen claimed, then Princess Eden should be here, too.

“We’ll wait for them,” Renn murmured, then leaned against the cool stone of the tiny room. The four of us barely fit inside it.

We did. We waited, and waited, and waited. I wanted to pace, to let out the nervous energy building in my limbs, but there was no space, and I wanted to hear when their footsteps came down the stairs. After a quarter hour, I approached Renn and took his hands—they were warm despite the chill and calloused, from his training—and dowsed into him, banishing thoughts of aspen woods and picnics as I did so.

His bruises showed on his baubles like darkened glass. I found a few others within the mess of pieces and separated them out before smoothing the splotches away. Good, this would help me characterize what was what, and hopefully help me piece together more baubles.

When I slipped back into reality, my teeth were chattering. Again, Renn reached toward me, then stopped himself. So subtle, but I’d noticed it, and it made me colder.

I set my jaw to quiet my teeth and averted my eyes.

Half an hour passed before Renn said, “Something’s wrong,” and started back for the low corridor.

Sten caught his shoulder. “Your Highness, the queen said—”

“Are you hers, or are you mine?” he asked. There was a slight edge to his voice, but it wasn’t directed at Sten. He was stressed. We all were.

Sten hesitated, then let Renn go.

I took up the rear this time, letting the guards go ahead of me. If something amiss had happened, they would do a better job of protecting the prince than I would. However, once we reached the main keep, my lungs and thighs burning from the stairs, everything seemed . . . fine. Quiet, but fine.

We moved silently toward the Great Hall. Not to its floor, but to the arcade that ran along three of its four walls, a loggia with windows open to the room. The king and queen had met Adoel Nicosia in the Great Hall, not privately, and the gallery was already full of people. A few servants and—

Soldiers. Many soldiers.

Renn paused at the first opening, hidden by a stone pillar. I was less important, so I stepped past, pressing my hands to the balustrade, peering down into the packed hall.

It had been less crowded during Renn’s birthday celebration. Only instead of nobles, Canseren soldiers filled the space.

Men clad in black-and-red uniforms lined the walls, more numerous than the draperies. They packed in around the thrones and doors. They stood at attention in rows around the Sestan delegation, which seemed to be made of a dozen people, eight of which wore blue-and-black military uniforms. All with the same ratio of blue to black, I noticed. I squinted. It seemed they delineated rank by the silver bars, or lack thereof, on their high collars. A few glinted in the light. A handful of noblemen stood in front of the soldiers, and then in the very front stood a man who looked to be in his late forties. He had short black hair cut in what I realized was a Sestan style, because it looked very similar to Verdanian Truline’s, the Sestan tailor who had made Renn’s clothes for his birthday celebration. A shock of gray slipped over each temple. His skin was shockingly white, the palest I’d ever beheld. There was a notable gap between the Sestan delegation and the soldiers packing the room. Only then did I remember that Sesta did not outlaw craftlock as Cansere did. Among this group could be healers, soulbinders, and mindreaders alike.

All of craftlock activated through touch. Thus the gap.

I moved a little farther away. Renn hissed at me, but I ignored him. I was just a servant, a nobody. The queen only wanted me in the tunnel to keep Renn hale. I noticed Kilg a few windows down and sidled up to him. He glanced at me, but didn’t speak.

Adoel Nicosia was a relatively handsome man. A broad nose took up the center of his face, and a triangle of dark facial hair had been shaved into his chin, pointing downward. His face made me guess him to be closer to fifty, though I found it difficult to tell from the gallery. He held himself as someone much younger.

He had threatened war. He was the reason Brien wasn’t in Fount, helping Lissel bear the family’s burdens.

It felt like a dream. Like I only imagined King Nicosia being there. Like I stood in a lumis, not in court.

I struggled to make out what he, Queen Winvrin, and King Grejor were saying. The queen gripped the armrests of her throne tightly, but the king appeared more at ease. In his body, at least. His brow was low, his face crinkled, like he did not like whatever he heard.

I thought I caught the word surrender.

The phoenix tapestry hung over his head, as though echoing the king’s fiery wrath.

“Absolutely not,” he said, and it carried.

Adoel Nicosia lifted a single hand, as though making an offer.

They continued like that, quiet, the finer pronunciations of their exchange muffled under the whispers of bystanders and the breaths of so many soldiers. I shifted to get a better view . . . and paused.

King Nicosia wore a violet cincture. Violet for Zia.

I’d been alive nearly a quarter of a century, and I had never seen a man wear the violet of the goddess.

I puzzled over it a moment, unsure . . . perhaps it meant something different in Sesta. I searched the others in the delegation to see if they too wore odd colors, but saw none. I did spy Princess Eden among a cluster of guards off to the side of the king’s throne. Leaning a little more, I spotted Prince Adrinn, too. His steely eyes flicked up to me, as though sensing my gaze. His expression darkened. He didn’t want me there. A raised eyebrow . . . perhaps wondering where Renn was? From Prince Adrinn’s angle, he wouldn’t be able to see his brother.

Why . . . why were they here, but Renn had been sent away? Did Queen Winvrin care only for her own flesh and blood, or had the elder siblings snuck or forced their way into this meeting the way Renn had done?

I glanced over at him, still concealed in the shadow of that column, out of the royals’ line of sight. Masked, cold, hawklike in his attention.

When I looked back, my eyes met Adoel Nicosia’s.

He was looking right at me. My internal organs froze and dropped into my pelvis. Thought puddled in my skull—

And then his eyes moved on, studying the entire gallery, taking it in.

“Am I boring you, Adoel?” King Grejor asked, clearly enough to be heard. Or maybe all of the Great Hall had been shocked into silence under the Sestan king’s glare as well.

King Nicosia smiled. “Not at all. I was simply admiring your hold.”

King Grejor’s expression darkened. “You will not have it.”

The Sestan ruler appeared unruffled. With a clear, calm voice, he replied, “These are just skirmishes, Grejor. Child’s play. Spring is on the horizon; the real war is coming, and mark me, you will not be able to defend against it.”

My breath caught in my throat. I could weep at the announcement, thinking of Brien in the war camps. Thinking of how an outright war would hurt the people—the common folk—the worst. Anger brewed in the back of my thoughts. What was the point of this?

King Grejor’s face turned ruddy. “And you expect me to hand over an entire kingdom based on a threat?”

Had King Nicosia asked for complete surrender? I couldn’t wrap my mind around it. What he said next, I didn’t catch, but King Grejor did not pull back his volume.

“I don’t understand it.” He rubbed a spot on his forehead. “Why shatter centuries of peace? Your demands are nonsensical.”

King Nicosia shifted his head ever so slightly. I thought he looked directly at Queen Winvrin.

She stiffened but squared her shoulders. “It’s no matter, husband. All Adoel Nicosia wants is power.”

Bystanders murmured, and I was unable to catch anything else spoken over the din. But it did not seem the Noblewights would tolerate Sesta’s presence much longer.

A very slight cough touched my ears. Hardly noticeable, but I was so attuned to him, I knew. I drew away from the window as a ghost and carefully made my way back to Renn. He appeared fine but held a handkerchief in hand. He still wore his muddied clothes from the training grounds.

Close to him so my whisper would not carry, I said, “We should go.”

He shook his head, intent on watching.

I had to move even closer so others would neither hear nor see us. I felt the heat radiating from him, smelled the earth on his clothes. I did not like the way the heat seemed to jump from him and latch on to me, nor the way his sapphire-bright eyes were drawn to mine, as though I’d become far more entrancing than the delegation below. “If you get sick, it will draw attention to you.” I thought of the moment King Nicosia had looked into my eyes and shuddered. “You do not want his attention on you, Renn.”

Queen Winvrin certainly hadn’t.

He did not react, save for the setting of his jaw. Roughly fifteen seconds passed before he drew away from the pillar, hesitant, glancing back to the meeting despite being unable to hear much of it. He sank into the shadows, his guards and me flanking him. When we reached his suite, I dowsed into him before he bathed, patching only a few things. He would have been fine to watch the meeting, but I did not tell him as much.

Something about Adoel Nicosia bothered me deeply. Like my soul recognized something my mind didn’t, but I didn’t have the key to unlocking what.

By the time Renn washed and redressed, the Sestan delegation had left. The Noblewights hadn’t wanted to host, and apparently King Nicosia hadn’t truly wanted to negotiate. What he wanted still seemed murky, yet I was glad to see the back of him.

What it meant for the future, I couldn’t begin to guess.


Chapter 16

Autumn settled over Rove, coaxing shades of red, orange, and yellow from bushes and trees, shedding the petals on flowers, shortening the days. Merchants put up walls on their stalls to keep out the chill, though the sun still warmed the afternoons. Renn took to his training, and when he wasn’t training, he went into the city with his retinue, exploring what could be explored until winter shut us in again.

We perused the rest of Nations Row, then explored more of the city, though Ard and Sten forbade him from going into the farthest streets of the south side, where the people were, as they claimed, unsavory. We ate at bakeries, viewed museums, even attended a horse show, though Renn was no horseman and had never taken an interest in horseflesh. “My sister loves them,” he said. “She has three of her own, all purebred Zanoff mares.”

He nearly fainted on one of our excursions but made it to the side of the road, where I could dowse into him, Sten and Ard forming a wall around us. Healing was legal, yes, but it drew attention, which neither Renn nor I wanted. The cause for the fainting was unclear; his lumis merely decided to insert some conflict into the day, as it loved to do.

About three weeks after I received my new room—and its much nicer bed and dresser in which to keep my things—Renn decided to go to the main market, where farmers peddled their crops and merchants brought goods from all over Cansere to sell. You name it, the Rovian Central Market had it, from fish to marbles to cows. He brought his full retinue, knowing there would be crowds, so Sall and Ard led the way, and Bay and Sten followed behind, with me situated between them. Most of the things in the market—such as livestock and foodstuffs—Renn didn’t need. But he enjoyed it anyway, marveling at the wares and the people, both those selling and those buying. So thick was the throng that barely anyone noticed us, which was just the way Renn preferred it.

We were nearing the end of the shops when I peered over a stack of half-empty chicken cages to a familiar seller’s wagon painted yellow, its merchant at its head, offering a selection of books to passersby.

Ice encapsulated my heart so quickly I could not breathe. My fingers and toes went numb. My pulse banged in my ears, hard, quick, and steady, drowning out the noise of the crowd. Someone bumped into me from behind, and I barely registered them. My eyes locked on that man, his easy smile, the same band tied around his forehead, not fifteen paces from where I stood.

“Hey.” Bay snapped his tawny fingers at me; the sound seemed far away, like we were underwater. “Healer!”

I tried to move my tongue, but my mouth had gone dry as summer hay. I still did not breathe. Could not.

But of course he would be here. All merchants came to Rove.

“Hey!” Bay shoved me, finally breaking my reverie. I stumbled but did not fall. Shook myself.

Renn’s hand snapped out and seized Bay’s wrist. Though Bay was the larger, taller man, the prince seemed to tower over him. “Touch her again, and I’ll cut off this hand.” He threw Bay’s arm away like it was refuse, and Bay shuffled back, wide eyed and cowering like a scolded dog.

“Nym, what’s wrong?” He grasped my shoulders. Tried to follow my line of sight, but he wouldn’t see it. He wouldn’t know. My pulse pounded harder, making me lightheaded. Numbness crawled up my legs to my knees.

“Nym,” Ursa whispered.

Renn pushed my hair back. Cradled my face like he was dowsing into me and forced my eyes to meet his. “Nym.”

I finally inhaled; my body did it of its own accord. But emotion thickened my throat until it hurt to have it. I could only shake my head.

“We’re done,” Renn announced. “I want the carriage brought around.”

Ard said, “The crowd—”

“As close as you can get it.” He turned me around, shielding me with an arm around my shoulders, and led me back the way we’d come, breaking my connection with the wagon and its merchant. Still, I did not return to myself until I stepped into the carriage, hardly remembering how I’d gotten there.
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There was a small tub in the corner of my new bedroom, so while I stared at a wall, trapped in my twenty-year-old mind, absently touching my stomach, Renn ordered it filled. He made Bay and Sall do it. Either to punish Bay or to offer me some privacy while I held my own shattered pieces together—it didn’t matter in the end. I was grateful for it, but more grateful when they all finally left, and the snick as the door locked offered me solitude.

I approached the bath, staring down into it for gods knew how long before finally undressing and slipping into it, the hot water soothing my outsides but doing nothing for my cold center. Hands on my knees, I dowsed into myself, but everything was as it should be. There was nothing for me to mend here.

I cried. I sobbed and wept harder than I had in four years, grateful the walls were made of stone and the windows of glass. I burrowed into the water until it sloshed out of the basin, nearly all of me covered, and cried until my eyes swelled and my nose ran, and then I cried for her, until there was no more water in me and that in the tub went cold.

After that I lay on my bed, naked, staring out the windows, though from here I could see nothing but sky. A knock sounded at the door, but I didn’t answer it. I dozed a little at one point, which helped. When sunset warmed the light, I peeled myself from the coverlet and pulled out the first dress my hand touched, one of the ones I’d brought from Fount. I held it in my hands for a minute, remembering who I was, that I had conquered this, that I was whole and safe. I put it on, then started detangling my hair with my comb. I hadn’t actually washed it, which made the task more like detangling a bird’s nest.

Another knock on my door. Finding some courage, I crossed into the salon and cracked it open.

Renn was there, picking up a tray of food left on the floor for me. He met my eyes. Stood slowly. “May I come in?”

His guard was not behind him.

I stepped aside. Shut the door after him.

He set the tray on a little circular table to the left of a blue chair. “I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me what happened?”

“No.” My voice sounded like gravel.

He seemed to expect this. “May I stay?”

I nodded. Dropped in a chair. He took another.

“Are you hungry?”

I was. “I’ll eat in a bit.”

Leaning forward, he set his elbows on his knees. “Nym. I feel like you know everything about me and I know nothing about you.”

He looked at me so earnestly. That light of his was shining through. It felt like cheating.

“There is little to know about me.” My voice strengthened with each spoken syllable.

“A keeper of bees,” he said softly, soothingly. “The eldest of nine. A healer with a temper and a tongue to match.” He tried for a jest, but when I didn’t smile, his countenance fell. “She heals the outside but not within. That’s what I think.”

I looked away. “Some things never heal, I suppose.”

A few seconds of silence, then, “Do you trust me?”

I rubbed my hands together. “A secret for a secret won’t do this time, Renn. I’d rather not think about it, let alone explain myself. Even to you.”

He rubbed his chin, considering me. “Then I shall have to distract you. A tongue twister, perhaps? Or I can bring Ard in and have him dance for us.”

That tempted a smile from me. “I wonder which he would choose: to dance, or to spend the night in the dungeon.”

He smiled. “He would dance, and then not speak to me for a fortnight.”

“Will you learn to dance?”

He made a face. “I truly don’t understand the point of it. They just twirl around in the same redundant patterns, gossiping between one partner and the next. All they do is gossip.”

“Anything interesting?”

He considered. “Lady Ash lost her cook to Lady Dow, and now the women are feuding. Someone’s rosebushes—I can’t remember whose—were horribly cut so that they won’t bloom for two years, and everyone is on the fence over whether it was an inept gardener or sabotage.”

“How vastly interesting.” It pained me to know they spoke of such trivial things, and not the war on our doorstep.

“You should attend more—” He paused, clearing his throat. Then his hand dove into his pocket, the retrieved handkerchief making it to his mouth just in time as he dredged up blood. Some of it spattered on the floor.

I was up in an instant, rushing to his side so swiftly I knocked over the dinner tray.

He slammed his fist into his thigh. “Not now, dammit!” He coughed again.

“You have thoroughly distracted me,” I offered before touching his neck and dowsing into him. He had not fully relapsed, but several of his baubles had fallen. I strung them back up with one, two, three strings each, silently scolding them for their behavior. When I reentered reality, Renn was wiping his lips with the corner of the handkerchief, then he balled it up in his fist.

He’d missed a spot, a little blotch of red past the corner of his lip, not far from a subtle dimple. I took the handkerchief from him—blood had never bothered me, even before I discovered my magic—and gently wiped it off for him. Our faces were nearly level, and I made the mistake of looking into the endless seas of his eyes.

He looked back, emanating warmth and light. “My brother was right about one thing,” he murmured. “You are beautiful.”

It wasn’t an accident, in the woods.

It felt like a bandage stripped off a healing wound, taking the half-formed scabs with it.

I swallowed and stepped away, still holding the handkerchief. Averted my eyes, unsure how to respond. I did not want to hurt him, but—

“I’ll get you a new tray.” He crouched and picked up the spilled dinner as best he could. Stood. “Thank you, Nym,” and he left, closing the door softly behind him.

I sank into his chair and dropped my head into my hands. “I can’t do this.”

“He cares about you, Nym.”

I never understood how much my sister could experience of my life; at times I needed to explain things to her, at others she seemed to already know. Perhaps her pieces in my lumis allowed her a view into my senses or thoughts; perhaps it was a mix of the two. I’d never faulted her for it. Before Ursa’s death, we’d shared everything. We’d been inseparable.

“I can’t do this again. Especially not with a gods-forsaken prince, Ursa.”

I could almost feel her humming, as though she used my own throat to do so. “It is . . . complicated.”

“Complicated!” I launched from my chair. “It is more than complicated. Complicated denotes a solution, albeit a hard-earned one, to a problem. This is not complicated. This is impassable.”

“If he were a farmer’s son? A tanner? A cooper?”

“It wouldn’t matter.” I swallowed hard against a rising knot in my throat. “I will not do this again. I told you, never again.” I still hadn’t recovered from the last one. I thought I had, but today—

“But you care for him, Nym.”

“I am literally required to. It’s my job.”

“Anger is a mask to hide harder feelings.”

I growled at her. “Don’t. You know better.”

“I do. And I’m so sorry, Nym. But you’re hurting right now. The lens through which you see the world is cracked.”

“Right now compared to when?” I snapped back. “Yesterday? Two weeks ago? Two months ago? The lens is all the same when you consider—”

“Who are you talking to?”

I jumped, gooseflesh running tracks up my entire body, and whirled around to see Renn in the doorway with a new tray.

“I . . . thought I’d just bring you mine.” He stepped inside and shut the door, gaze never leaving me as he crossed to the table. Set the tray down. “Who are you talking to?”

Every muscle in my body tensed. “No one.”

“No one?” He crossed over to me, looking behind the furniture, then walked into my bedroom to check there.

“This is highly inappropriate,” I shot at him.

“You can be in my bedroom, but I can’t be in yours?” But there was no teasing in his tone, no innuendo. He completed his search quickly then returned to me, standing a pace away, but his aura seemed to engulf me.

“Tell him.”

“To myself.”

“Yourself?”

“Tell him. See how he reacts.”

He’ll react like I’m insane, that’s what, I’d snap back if we were alone.

“Maybe he’ll send you home.”

Ursa always had a wicked sense of logic.

I forced my shoulders to relax. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Try me.” He folded his arms.

Putting on a façade of nonchalance, I walked over to the tray. Popped a grape into my mouth. “My dead sister.”

He laughed. “And you talk to her often?”

“Yes, actually.”

I felt him watching me. I helped myself to some minced game and spread it on a torn piece of bread. It was delicious, but I masked the pleasure of it.

“Nym.”

I chewed, swallowed. “You said you appreciated my honesty, so there it is. I was talking to Ursa.”

“You could be a little more forthcoming.”

I glanced over; confusion dragged at his features, minus one eyebrow, which sat as high up on his forehead as the flesh would allow.

I stepped away from the tray. “You said you wanted to know more about me, so there you have it. My sister died when we were sixteen. She repaired my lumis with her own. Ever since, I’ve been able to hear her. Speak with her.”

He stared at me a moment longer. “You’re serious?”

“Very.”

“And . . . she’s here right now?”

I paused. “You believe me?”

“Are you lying to me?”

“No.”

“Then . . . I guess I have to.” He turned, searching for an apparition.

“She’s not a haunting spirit. You can’t see her, and neither can I.”

He rolled his lips together. “But I can’t hear her.”

“Only I can.” My siblings had tried desperately to hear Ursa’s voice, but even when I was dowsing into them, she could reach no farther than my own limits. “Which means it’s a moot point, or you can have me committed. In Fount, preferably.”

He lowered himself into a chair. “And . . . is this why, in the market—”

“No.”

He didn’t step any farther up that trail. Watched me for several long seconds before his eyes widened. “That other presence I feel when you dowse sometimes.”

He’d mentioned that when he’d retrieved me from the dungeon. Neck tight, I nodded.

He let out a long breath. Swore under his breath.

Nearly a minute passed.

“All right, then,” he tried. “Hi, Ursa.”

“Hello.”

“I’m not playing interpreter for you,” I mumbled.

“You always were a spoilsport.”

“What?”

I sighed. “Thank you, for the dinner.” I looked over the tray, over the room, at the blatant gestures of kindness he had shown me. He truly was kind. Kind, gentle, contemplative, good. He was a good man, perhaps the best of my acquaintance, save perhaps my father. “You have . . . made all of this easier on me. Thank you.”

“It’s kind of advantageous, isn’t it?” he asked, still searching the room as though an ephemeral woman might pop out of the wall, identical to me in every way—sun-kissed skin, overcurled hair, gray eyes. “Having her near, whenever you want her.”

“I’d rather have her alive.”

“That isn’t fair.”

He blanched. “Of course. I only . . . I only meant to say, I wish I had a sibling I could talk to like that. As easily as you seem to talk to her.”

“You could, if you wanted.” I lowered myself to the sofa between our two chairs. “You have two in the castle. And I know one will definitely be receptive to you.”

He smiled. “You’re right. I should reach out to him.”

I started. “I didn’t mean—”

“I know.”

I grabbed a cushion and tossed it at him; he caught it and set it aside. “One more question, before you retire,” he said.

“What?”

“Ursa.” He leaned forward. “Do you use her to cheat at danerin?”


Chapter 17

The magic swirled in my hands, warm and crystal, forming a tiny bauble. I was experimenting with size, making the spheres larger and smaller. However, even the smallest one, as I held it now, fizzled out. I frowned, staring at so much unfinished lumis before me.

“Your sister,” Renn said distantly, from the other side of the not-walls, “is she the reason you’re so fast?”

I pulled some of my focus from the green bauble pieces in my hands. “Pardon?”

“You’re fast,” he explained. “Faster than the other healers. Than the one who comes in from the city, from time to time.”

“Brekk?”

A pause. “Is that his name?” He sounded sheepish.

I nodded my physical head. Sorted through the glass for about a minute, before the questions started anew.

“Is she there right now?”

I sighed. “Well, she’s not sitting next to me.”

The prince had taken a marked interest in Ursa, which I did not mind, since he’d asked his guards to step outside. They did not like not being in the room with him. Ard seemed to blame me for the dismissal, given the glare he cast as he strode out.

“What does she look like?”

I started sorting through more glass. “She’s my identical twin, Renn.”

“Oh.” A pause. “For some reason I was picturing her as a redhead.”

I rolled my projected eyes. “None of my siblings have red hair.”

“Mine, neither. Is she like you?”

I set the shards down and shifted back into reality. There wasn’t much point in puttering around his lumis if he was going to be so distracting. “Yes. And no. We did . . . everything together. But Ursa was more soft-spoken than I am, more timid. Kinder. More pious.” I gave that some thought. “She would not have been thrown in the dungeon, were she called here.”

For a moment, I imagined my sister still alive. Imagined us conscripted together, working as a team to heal the prince. How much quicker the work would go. How much less lonely it would have been, in the beginning.

“You were smarter,” Ursa said. “Cleverer.”

I huffed. “I was not.”

“Pardon?” Renn asked.

I shook my head. “Ursa was being self-deprecating.”

“What did she say?”

“I’m not repeating it.”

“But I was more graceful. More obedient, surely.”

I frowned.

Renn sat up straighter. “Is she talking right now?”

I swiped my open hands in front of me, signaling cutting off the conversation. “I cannot function as a human being with the both of you talking to me at once.” I eyed Renn. “She is not always present. She is . . . like the internal voice we all have, but stronger. And . . .” I hesitated. “She is . . . personal. Private. In truth, she is as much a shadow to me as I am to you. And she must stay that way.”

He looked chagrined. “Of course, Nym. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

“You did nothing wrong.”

“Will you tell me more about the others?” He leaned forward, truly intent on listening. “Lissel, and . . . Heath, and . . . I’m sorry, there are so many I can’t keep track of their names.”

That warmed a smile from me. “Brien, Lissel, Dan, Colt, Heath, Pren, and Terrence.” I worried about them—letter delivery to and from Fount was already slow, but the winter would make the mail even slower, encasing roads in snow and swelling the seas. Would Lissel remember to consolidate the hives and check the queens before it got too cold? I’d shown her how to insulate the hives while allowing the bees movement, and how to guard against mice, but still . . . if winter preparations weren’t done perfectly, the bees could be dead come spring. Our income would die with them.

I talked a little about my family, focusing on the younger children. Renn had become familiar with Lissel. I fretted over her the most, and she penned all the letters to the castle, which I always shared with him. I shared my thoughts on the apiary; he asked me how I didn’t get stung, how I retrieved honey from the combs, why wasps would attack a beehive. I must have worn my concern on my face, for he said, “They will not starve. I’ll make sure of it. I promise.”

I believed him.

Sten opened the door then, and Queen Winvrin swept in, quickly enough that her skirts billowed around her. She frowned at me, likely upset that I was chatting and not dowsing. But as I lifted my hands to continue my work, she snapped, “Not that. Move this sofa. We need space.”

The queen had taken note of Renn’s avoidance of dancing at his birthday celebration, which made her all the more determined to ensure he participated in the winter ball. Every winter the Noblewights hosted a ball for local nobility as well as upper-class craftsmen, such as Verdanian Truline, at Rove Castle. It was their way of fighting back the dreariness of cold and long nights or, in my opinion, a way of showing off that their food stores were so high they could afford to waste them on parties while the peasantry rationed and prayed for spring, even during the onset of war, apparently. She’d already changed the draperies and tapestries in the Great Hall, replacing the Noblewight black and red for shades of blue and white, bringing the colors of winter indoors as much as was comfortable. They clashed with the red phoenixes, but those tapestries would never be taken down.

“Why are your guards in the hallway?” She shot a dark look at me.

“Nym needed to ask some embarrassing questions about my symptoms,” he lied smoothly.

His dance instructor arrived, lingering at the door. The queen sat primly in a chair pushed to the wall, hands folded over her knees.

“I’ve never attended before,” Renn explained softly. “They will not miss me if I do not dance.”

“You are required to dance,” she retorted. “You have always been required to dance, but now it is a requirement you are able to fulfill.” She glanced at me, setting that expectation on my shoulders. “Now, let’s work on your four-step. Lady Ash is bringing her nieces with her this season, and I’d very much like you to meet them.”

A sore spot grew on my chest, and I rubbed it, wondering if I had indigestion. Touched the agate pendant hidden behind my bodice. At the same time, I wondered when Renn would marry. He or one of his siblings might be used in a peace bargain with Sesta, though King Nicosia had no children that I knew of. A cousin, perhaps, though with how rigid King Grejor had been in his negotiation meeting with King Nicosia, I didn’t think he’d yield a single grain of sand from Canseren soil. Still, if Renn was bargained, and he were to go to Sesta . . . surely I would be expected to go with him. Surely I would never see my siblings again.

And I imagined stepping into a dim bedroom first thing in the morning to dowse into him while another woman occupied his bed, and the indigestion grew a little sharper.

To Renn’s credit, he wasn’t particularly gifted at dancing. He could follow the steps well enough, but he lacked grace in the movements, something both his instructor and his mother pointed out relentlessly.

“Perhaps I should have you take up ballet,” the queen said, entirely serious. “It would help.”

Renn looked at me pleadingly, as though I could somehow pluck him from his torment, but I merely added, “It would help build muscle.”

In the weeks leading up to the ball, Renn began reaching out to his sister, Princess Eden, who was two years my junior but carried with her the maturity of an old soul. I shadowed Renn on these visits and found I greatly liked her. She never said anything ill-considered or obtuse, actually discussing King Nicosia’s threat of war and its effects on Cansere, and she genuinely cared about her brother’s well-being and seemed pleased every time he sought her out. Breakfasting with her became routine. On our third visit, she invited me to sit with them, even asked me about myself and my family, and how I’d come into dowsing. Kind, reserved, and soft-spoken as she was, I wondered how she could possibly be a full-blood sibling to Prince Adrinn, but I never dared ask.

As the days grew colder and the nights longer, I became increasingly grateful Renn had moved my room, for my old one did not have a fireplace. Even with a fire, I huddled down under my covers at night to stay warm; I would be freezing in the old place, especially without the thick blankets of my too-large bed. Always I wore the agate necklace around my neck, taking it out sometimes first thing in the morning or near the fire at night, watching the light play off its smooth surface, feeling as though I held the universe in my hands.

A few days before the ball, King Grejor caught a chest cold, and so he sent for me. Renn, trapped in dance lessons, did not hear the messenger at the door, and I knew he’d want to come with me if only to escape his duties, so I slipped out quietly and followed the messenger higher into the castle, to a suite that occupied the whole of the upper floor. He left me at the door. I knocked softly, but no one answered, so I let myself in.

The salon within burst with the warmth of two fires. Not an inch of stone was to be seen; carpets, tapestries, and drapes covered the whole of it. Several narrow windows with thick glass let in light, though I noted they didn’t have the same bars over them as Renn’s did. Odd. Short hallways branched off the salon like petals on a flower, all leading to even more rooms. I wondered if the queen slept here as well, or if she had her own suite elsewhere. I was surprised not to see a guard present, but they were likely either fussing over the king’s health or helping the already arriving nobles.

I took a few steps into the salon, marveling at a gilded frame around a large oil-painted portrait of the king, when I heard voices to my left. Assuming that to be the bedroom, I followed them, the carpet muffling my footfalls. The hallway was not well lit, making me second-guess myself, and then I realized an upcoming protrusion in the wall was not stone but a shoulder.

“There is no point in it,” a woman’s voice whispered forcefully, angrily.

“There is if you’ve chosen to hide it,” retorted a man.

“It is not as you think, I—” And then, louder, “What are you doing here?”

I immediately recognized the queen’s condescending tone at full volume, and the owner of the shoulder turned to look at me—Prince Adrinn.

My mind buzzed like a hive with their faces pinned to their words, turning them over and trying to sort out the riddle. Outwardly, I explained, “I’ve been summoned to heal His Majesty the king.”

Casting a hard glare at her stepson, Queen Winvrin whisked toward me, forcing me to back up to allow her room. She crossed the salon to the hall opposite the one I had taken. “Here, and quickly. You should not be away from my son.”

Prince Adrinn stepped into the salon, his arms folded loosely across his chest, watching me like a snake might watch a mouse. Turning my back to him, I took the hallway and entered the largest bedroom I had ever beheld. Three men stood guard there, two with red cinctures and one with green, and the king lay propped up on his bed, looking very ill. He did not sweat, but his face had a notable pallor to it. His wedding pendant lay atop his shirt, though it had fallen to his shoulder. I’d never beheld a larger pendant—a gold rhombus inset with a ruby the size of a robin’s egg. When he coughed, I reached for the handkerchief in my pocket, but he did not cough up blood like his son did, and it proved unneeded.

“Your Majesty.” I curtsied. “My name is Nym Tallowax; we’ve met briefly before. You sent for me?”

He weakly waved me forward. “Show me what it is you do for my son, healer. I am ready to end this.”

I did, touching his clammy skin and falling into his lumis. One might think the king of Cansere would have a remarkable lumis, but if anything whispered of equality among men, it was lumie. King Grejor’s was not any more magnificent than my own, or Brien’s, or Lonnie’s. His I could best describe as an anthill made of the finest beads, constantly renewing itself like a fountain of sand, or perhaps like the volcanoes I’d heard travelers talk of. The hill was larger than me, but in a lumis I did not have the same limitations as in reality, and I floated up on magic to inspect it. His illness was not fatal; he hardly had any death lines to speak of. There was a cluster of something dark and ugly in the hill’s spout, stopping some of the beads’ movement. I reached in, grasped it, and pulled it free, then willed it to disintegrate in my hand. It fell harmlessly into the pile, mixing in with like, and I shifted back to the present.

King Grejor stood immediately; I backstepped to avoid him running into me. He was much taller than I’d realized, standing easily at six and a half feet. He breathed deeply and nodded. “Wonderful.” He strode from the room, but before departing, told one of the guards, “Talk to my steward and see that she is rewarded.”

The offer pleased me, though as that same guard escorted me out, my mind still tangled in the opposite hallway. The queen and the heir had left, but their hushed words stuck to me. They had been arguing. The queen was hiding something, and the eldest prince did not like it.

But I could not, for the life of me, conclude what it meant.

[image: ]

The winter ball took place on my birthday. I did not tell anyone this, even Lonnie, namely because preparations for the feast had made her scarce. However, my reward from the king came that morning: a basket with apples and a type of imported fruit round as a ball and bright orange, along with a bottle of wine. Such a thing would fetch a hefty price in Fount, and I enjoyed one of the orange fruits with my breakfast, savoring every tart, juicy bite. Already this proved a better birthday than I was used to having, though I wished desperately I could share the basket with Brien, Lissel, Dan, Colt, Heath, Pren, and Terrence. I wish I could see their wide eyes as I sliced the apples. Pren would take the seeds and hope to grow her own trees; Terrence would surely find something to craft with the peels from the orange fruit. And Brien would—

“Brien would not be with us,” I whispered, the glee of the fancy drying and cracking.

“He might be,” Ursa offered. “He might have already come home, and you simply haven’t received word yet.”

I spent most of the day dowsing into Renn, ensuring everything was as fit as could be for the ball that night, because his mother expected him to dance, and he hated to disappoint her. As I finished his maintenance earlier than I’d expected, I decided to work more on my theories.

If I could re-form Renn solely with magic, I could speed up his healing process. It would be like giving a new arm to an amputee.

My lips parted at the thought. Amputees. I could heal a mangled arm, but I could not reattach an amputated one. Had the soldier skewered by the portcullis had his leg severed, I could heal the stump, but not reattach the leg. The part of his lumis representing his leg would be missing.

If I figured out how to do this, I wondered if the magic would stretch so far as to give an amputee a new limb.

Refocusing myself, I cupped my hands together and summoned magic, carefully forming it into a sphere. The metaphor of clay on a potter’s wheel came to mind again.

“It’s so . . . messy.” Ursa’s lip curled as she watched the potter trickle water onto the gray clay. His foot pumped a pedal at the wheel’s base, keeping it turning.

I marveled, reaching out to touch the stuff, but my mother pulled me back. “We’re just watching, Nym,” she chided.

I’d never seen a pot made from scratch before. I wanted to sink my fingers into the muddy clay. But I watched as the potter pushed his hands into the mound, slowly forming a rounded base and long neck.

“It’s just like your picture!” I announced. My mother’s drawing of a vase rested on a nearby table.

She smiled. “Margaret will be so happy to have a replacement, don’t you think?”

Brien had not been allowed to come to the potter’s shop. He was home with Father, punishment for breaking our neighbor’s vase.

The potter formed a mouth with his fingers. Lightly touched up the sides before stopping the wheel. Then, with a taut wire, he sliced the vase from the wheel and carefully set it on a shelf.

The memory had me thinking. The vase had to become separate from the wheel on which it had been formed. It had to stand on its own.

I was the potter, and the magic was the clay. So how could I tie it off from me and give it to Renn?

I grew the glimmering globe of magic a little more, then twisted my hands, imagining myself cutting it off—no, tying it off—from my palms, almost like twisting a paper around a taffy. When I pulled back, the orb remained, floating right where I had been holding it.

A laugh scraped up my throat. I did it.

I marveled at my creation, but after about a minute, its structure began to fail, and it rippled away, leaving no trace. Still, I had come a little farther, and that meant something. I just needed more time to sort it all out.

I slipped out of Renn’s lumis, leaving him an hour to prepare. He put on his Truline attire, the outfit made for his birthday. I understood why the tailor was so renowned; the cloth fit Renn precisely, maybe even a little snuggly, as he’d continued his exercise and training regimens. He did not have the larger bone structure of his brother, and I could not decide how he looked like his sister, though their noses were similar, and their temperaments, if Renn was in a good mood. Otherwise Renn was rather quick to anger, like me, while the angriest I’d ever seen the princess was when she was shouting at Prince Adrinn during his brief scuffle with Renn.

Renn came out and looked in the small mirror on the salon wall as he fastened a broad white cincture around his hips. “My mother wants me to cut my hair.”

“Don’t,” I blurted.

He glanced back at me. His blond hair had the slightest wave to it and fell over his forehead, tendrils of it into his eyes. Cut shorter around his ears, then longer again down his neck. He’d always had beautiful hair. I was glad only women upheld the fashion of straightening theirs.

“A trim, surely,” I amended, fixing my eyes on his hair and not his face. “But it will have to wait until after the party.”

I felt him smile at me. “You’d best get ready, too, shadow.”

I too put on the same dress I wore to Renn’s birthday celebration, the pale-green fabric soft and supple. It was the finest dress of my acquaintance, even more so than my handsewn wedding gown, which I had burned four years ago. I carefully worked a comb through my hair so the curls wouldn’t frizz; even if I wanted to straighten it, it would take me hours, which was time I refused to donate to such a pointless, tedious task. I had no pins for it, so it was a braid or down. I wore it down, a blanket against the chill. The agate necklace bulged awkwardly beneath my bodice, so I pulled it free. It didn’t match the colors of the gown, but I hardly cared. I was only a shadow at this event, and a shadow I would remain.

I met him in the hallway, his gaze dropping to the necklace and warming. “Nym, you look—”

“Please,” I whispered. “Don’t.” I couldn’t bear another compliment from him. I did not want to hear that he thought me beautiful.

Never again.

The warmth faded, but he nodded. Ard and Sten came behind him, and together we walked to the throne-room-turned-ballroom, already bustling with people. I slipped into the shadows near Sten, both of us trained like marksmen on Renn, ignoring the calculating look Prince Adrinn passed me. I didn’t know why he took an interest, but he kept his word and left me alone.

Early in the event the queen brought over two young women, near Lissel’s age, and introduced them to Renn. He was cordial, kind. I was too far off to overhear the conversation, but I could imagine what he said to them. Imagine the discomfort in his eyes when the quartet in the corner started a new song and his mother pressed a hand into his back, urging him onto the dance floor with one of the women. He took up the correct posture, one hand on her hip, one in her hand, and he danced well enough; he didn’t stand out from the crowd, and his partner seemed overenthusiastic at his ability. He didn’t hunch, didn’t cough, the picture of health. I had done that, and I took so much pride in it, it hurt.

It hurt to watch them. And I hated that it hurt, but it hurt so much less than it could have. That, I understood perfectly. The sooner I completed his lumis, the sooner I convinced it to stay complete, the sooner I could go home to my family and the bees, and gradually, as the seasons passed, it would hurt less.

Brien would come home, and it would hurt less.

An hour passed, then another. I stifled a yawn with the back of my hand; how Sten and Ard just stood there, day in and day out, was beyond me.

Renn started coughing between sets, as gentlemanly as one could, a handkerchief pressed to his mouth. He quickly weaved to the wall where I stood. My pulse quickened, ready to help him, but when he stepped beneath the overhang masking me, he pulled the handkerchief away. It was entirely clean.

“I’m terribly ill,” he insisted. “I should retire for the evening.”

I lifted my hands. “It will only be a moment.”

Grasping my wrist, he lowered my right hand. “No, I am certainly ill.” He winked and then started for the stairs, Sten and Ard falling in line immediately.

I frowned at his back and followed him up. Ard swept the suite when we arrived, then, after a subtle gesture from Renn, took his post outside the door with Sten. A servant had rekindled the fire in the hearth, warming and lighting the room. Renn pulled off his necktie and threw it on the couch, loosening the first few buttons of his shirt.

“You do realize I’m the one who will get blamed for this, if you’re too ill to finish the event?” I folded my arms and gave him a glare that made my younger siblings freeze in shame every time, but it had no effect on the prince. “What is the point of all the dance lessons?”

“I danced,” he insisted, pulling one boot, then the other, free and tossing them to the corner. “You saw me dance. And I’m terrible at it besides. I’m sparing the company.”

“You’re not terrible.”

“Oh, but I am.”

“I literally had to watch every one of them.”

He grinned and crossed to me, reaching his hands to me. “If you insist I dance, then I will dance.”

I didn’t budge.

“Come, Nym. I need a partner.”

“You had plenty in the Great Hall. I am not dancing with you.”

“Why not? You’ve attended every lesson. You’ll catch on.”

“I’m not dancing with you.”

“If you hold your breath”—he demonstrated for a beat—“you can just hear the quartet downstairs.”

I folded my arms tighter.

He dropped one hand but kept the other extended to me. “Grant me this, Nym. I’ve not truly danced for twenty-one years.”

I remained as stone, and so, after a few beats, he lowered his hand, acquiescing. And yet as he did so, I found myself oddly disappointed. I had little time to sit with it, to decipher it, as he started to turn toward his room, forcing me to make the decision quickly.

I stood. “Very well.”

He did not mask the surprise on his face. His countenance shimmered as though he hid a distant star behind it, and when he lifted his hand, I gave him mine, letting him draw me into the firelight. Turning our grip, he threaded his fingers through mine as he had in the woods all those weeks ago, resting his other on the dip of my waist, sending sparks through my skin and into the muscle. He pulled me close, holding me there for two counts before stepping forward, guiding me back. I knew how to dance. Country dances, at least, though I had not for many years. Still, I had attended his lessons, and he chose the simplest box step, so I followed easily enough, though the furniture had not been moved, so we only had the space before the hearth. It drew us closer, my forehead near his neck, his warmth enveloping me. He smelled like honeysuckle and pinewood, and I wondered how with all our time together in such close proximity, I never noticed how he smelled, and how intoxicating that scent was.

I worried I’d chosen wrong. It felt sinful, dancing with him. Like a crime committed behind closed doors. Tension built in my core, but with it came a rush of energy that drove away the day’s weariness. That made me feel alive.

Somehow, through the barely there music, we pulled a little closer, his hand moving to my back instead of my side, his cheek to my temple, and I allowed myself this moment to imagine him as a farm boy or some such visiting from Grot, myself an adolescent, unscarred by the cruelty of men, dancing in the summer near a bonfire to the music of a mandolin, forgetting the world was anything but ours.

And then he whispered, “I love you, Nym,” into my hair, and the dream shattered into a million pieces, scattering at my feet just like his lumis.

I pulled away from him. He hesitated to let me go, but he did, always respectful, always kind. Tears threatened my eyes, and I hated every one of them. Hated how my heart twisted and writhed as though thrown into the pains of labor. I mourned the death of pretense and pretending, and even as I did, they formed a dagger and drove straight into my heart, wedging between its thick, still-aching scars. “No, Renn.”

“Why?” He didn’t ask, he begged.

I would not cry, not here. “No.”

“Surely it’s no surprise to you. I would do anything for you, Nym. I’m nearly there . . . I can walk, I can dance. The relapses are fewer and fewer. I’m understanding their pattern a little more. I might even start managing them on my own—”

“Renn, please.” It was my turn to beg. I pressed my hands to my heart, over the agate pendant, trying to keep myself together. “You don’t love me, you love the magic.”

A dry chuckle died on his lips. “What? No.”

“It’s just as you said. I’ve given you life again. Legs to walk, to dance. Energy to explore, to be present,” I pressed, throat constricting. “That is what you love. Any woman who did it in my stead would evoke those emotions from you.”

He shook his head, incredulous. “You don’t have the right to dictate how or why I feel, Nym. That isn’t part of this. Do you think I hadn’t considered that? That I might be confusing gratitude with adoration? I’ve scrutinized it all, over and over again. And I adore you, Nym. Even if I lost my legs and my lungs, I would adore you.”

I shook my head, a hateful tear spilling over my cheek. “No, Renn. We can’t. If you’ve truly considered it as you say, you know we can’t. There’s a reason you’re on the dance floor and I’m not.”

He wiped a hand down his face. “I’m not the heir. It’s not . . . so set in stone . . .”

I felt like I was suffocating. He might as well have had his hands around my neck. “It doesn’t matter. I . . . I never will. Never again.”

His expression fell. “Tell me, Nym. Talk to me.”

But I was so choked with emotion I could barely speak. “No man can love his own shadow, Renn.”

He went very still. The firelight glinted off his hair. Turned his eyes green.

“I will see you tomorrow,” I croaked, and fled to my room, careful not to meet Ard’s or Sten’s eye in the hall. Renn wisely did not chase after me.

He knew I wouldn’t want him to.


Chapter 18

Renn slept in late. Very late, which was unlike him. Shortly after dawn I snuck into his room, barefooted so as to be silent. His breaths were long and even, so if he was pretending, he was very good at it. I just barely brushed the back of his neck—he faced away from me—and peeked into his lumis to ensure he was all right. With that knowledge, I waited for him in the salon, my heart heavy with dread. Even Ursa hadn’t spoken to me last night. She knew I couldn’t do this. She knew the answer to every why.

Renn didn’t. But he knew the one, and it was a huge one, and that alone was enough.

A few of the noble families were staying at the castle through the New Year, ones who were good friends with the Noblewights, and one more who owned land in the northern part of the country directly affected by the skirmishes, though battles had tapered off with the onset of winter and the roughness of the seas. Whether or not they would resume in the spring was yet to be seen. Still no word had come from King Adoel Nicosia since his sudden visit—no new demands, requests, treaty, surrender. Renn had told me as much.

When the prince finally did rise, he did so in his usual way, coming out and greeting us, letting me dowse into him to tidy things up, asking me to shadow him to breakfast with his sister. He acted as though nothing had transpired between us the night before, and if that was part of his mask, I would pray my thanks to every god from Hem to Zia that it was, because I could not bear for him to wash me with silence, to hate me. It was truly the greatest gift he could have given me, so much so that I struggled not to weep as I accompanied him to his sister’s suite, though I lingered by the door, not wanting to be invited to share their meal. Not wanting to imbed myself even more into the life of a man who claimed to love me, whom I could not love in return. His title aside, I had sworn to myself never again, and I kept my promises. I would not make a liar of myself, especially when it seemed so very easy to give Renn the power to hurt me.

After, we returned to his suite. I was eager to dowse, if only to separate myself from the hurt of being so present with him. He deserved the world, and I . . . I was more determined than ever to figure out how to make my theory of re-creating the pieces of his lumis with magic work, to give him as much of that dream as I could. I’d practiced on myself, making blocks like those in my own lumis and tying them off, getting similar results. I did note that my personal creations lasted a little longer than the ones I crafted for Renn did. I’d assumed because it was me and my lumis. But now, hovering in his, that seemed unfair.

What was different about creating a magic block in myself versus creating a magic orb in Renn?

I stood, wondering, staring at his lumis. At the orbs I’d pieced together, a few still finished with threading. A variety of colors, shapes, sizes—

And it came to me.

I knew my lumis well. When I tried to create a piece of it, it was like that potter re-creating the vase my mother had drawn. I had a template to work from.

With Renn, I was guessing the design based on the broken pieces of him scattered throughout his lumis.

Everything I did to heal Renn was guesswork. I’d never seen his lumis whole. I imagined no one had ever seen his lumis whole—he’d become sick at such a young age, when healing with craftlock was illegal. But if I could have a picture of what was missing, if I could only see it, I could remake it to exact specifications.

I wandered over to one of the hanging orbs that stood whole, patched together with magic. Studied it for a long moment.

Exact specifications.

Keeping my eyes on the orb, I summoned magic into my palm. The translucent, shimmering ether came easily, thanks to my practicing. I shaped it exactly as this orb looked, even holding up my hands to ensure the size. I knew these orbs so well, I didn’t doubt my ability to make this one’s likeness in the slightest. I couldn’t mimic the color, I didn’t think, but when the shape was finished, I tied it off from my palms and let it hover in the air.

Like my own, it lasted longer before dissipating. Which made me wonder.

“Renn,” I said distantly, with my physical mouth, “I’m going to try something. Let me know if it hurts you.”

A pause, then, “That’s incredibly reassuring.”

I bit down on a smile. Carefully, like I handled bird eggs, I re-created the orb, then broke the real one into three even pieces. Swapped the new orb for the old, letting it click into place as a substitute. I held my breath. The lumis didn’t shake. New death lines didn’t appear. The magic-made orb didn’t ripple away.

“Anything?” I asked.

Another pause. “No?”

I grinned. This meant something. This . . . was a start.

If only I knew what his lumis, whole, looked like.

I repaired the natural orb and returned it to its place, letting the new one hover a little ways away. It gradually lost integrity and shimmered out of existence—the lumis didn’t need it anymore. I waited about five minutes to ensure I hadn’t damaged anything, then slipped into reality.

Renn’s eyes were already locked on mine when I came to myself. So intently, my cheeks warmed.

“Do you feel any different from an hour ago?”

He studied my face like it held the delicate brushstrokes of a master’s painting. My chest squeezed. “No, I feel the same.” His gaze shifted away for a moment as he focused inwardly. “Just the same.”

So the existence of the new orb didn’t negatively affect him. Or positively. For now.
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The winter winds came bitterly from the north, but they brought little snow, so a letter from Lissel was able to come through the first week of December, delivered to Renn’s suite while I was dowsing. I felt him distantly run his hand along mine, to signal me that something was happening, but I was so focused on the teal glass ball I’d formed I worked for another quarter hour before I allowed myself a glimpse into the real world.

“A letter came for you.” He tilted his head toward the table. Sure enough, a folded and sealed parchment, dirty from mud and travel, awaited me there. I snatched it up and took it to the desk, cracking the seal, Lissel’s handwriting spilling into my hands. With every word read, my bones grew a little heavier, until I labored to keep myself upright.

Still no word from Brien. They’d lost one of the hives. Colt had fallen ill. The roof was leaking again, and she worried they did not have enough firewood for the winter—they had to go out so far to collect it, and with Dan’s apprenticeship, she and thirteen-year-old Colt had shouldered most of the work, and neither of them had skill with an axe. Art Millstone had proposed marriage to her as well, and while she awaited my return to answer him she asked if she should say yes so that his family might help ours. The Millstones were not wealthy, but they had strong boys and both parents in the house. Lissel had neither parents nor a sibling substituting for a parent.

I wondered if some of the crinkles and stains in the parchment had come from her tears.

I didn’t notice Renn had been saying my name until he came over and put a hand on my shoulder, startling me from the note. Not wanting emotion to leak into my voice, I handed him the letter and forced deep breaths through my windpipe. Forced myself to stay calm and objective.

He passed the letter back to me, expression grave. “I sent a package,” he murmured, leaning against the desk. “I did send a package. It will help.” He ran a hand back through his hair. “She needs you, doesn’t she?”

I pressed my lips together. “They’ve needed me from the beginning, Renn.”

He absorbed this, his mask so firmly in place even I could not read him. “I take it I’m healthy?”

“Yes, for now.”

“Then take the rest of the day. Write however much you want.” He pulled a stack of parchment from the desk drawer and dropped it on the desktop. Did not meet my eyes. “I’m going to find Thom.”

The cold air would not be good for him, but I was sure the swordmaster would come up with something to pass the time.

I thanked him quietly, took the paper and a graphite pencil, and returned to my room, writing carefully as much encouragement and instruction as I could. I told Lissel about the prince’s package, though I imagined it would arrive before my letter did, and asked her not to commit to Art Millstone until I could speak with his family. I wasn’t sure of Lissel’s feelings on the matter, but I didn’t want to pry into them in a letter.

It was nearing dinnertime when a soft knock came at the door. Thinking it Renn, I opened the door, only to have it forced back on me. Prince Adrinn came in, his hands going to my head—one over my mouth—as he shut the door with his foot.

Panic overwhelmed me. I screamed against his palm, thrashed in his grip. Couldn’t reach my knife. Tears blurred my vision. Not again, not again, not again—

“Quiet.” He pressed me against the wall, opposite the one I shared with his brother. “Tell me your allegiances, and I’ll allow you to barter for your life.”

His words confused me, and very slowly the panic receded, bewilderment in its stead, though I could barely breathe around his hand. I clawed at it, and he released me, only to pull a dagger and point it at my throat instead.

“Scream again,” he growled, “and it will be the last thing you do.”

“What are you doing!” I snapped back.

He scowled. “It’s been very hard to get you alone, healer. Now talk.”

“What . . . allegiances?” I fought to catch my breath. “What are you talking about?”

His eyes narrowed. “Why were you spying on the queen?”

“What?”

“In my father’s quarters.”

I gaped at him. “I wasn’t spying. I was there to heal him, and no one met me to guide me to his room. Or do you not recall him being very ill and then suddenly not ill? He sent me a fruit basket.”

His stony expression didn’t lift. “Do you work for Sesta?”

“Sesta?” I repeated too loudly, and the dagger pressed right against my skin in retribution. I hissed, “I’ve never even been to Sesta. My brother is in Cansere’s army.”

“You sent a letter in secret.”

I opened and closed my mouth like a fish out of water. “Ages ago, because I wasn’t allowed out of the castle! I have a family!”

“You abandoned your post to sneak into the Sesta delegation.”

A dry sound, halfway between a cough and a chuckle, tore up my throat. “I was there with your brother. Shadowing him as always. He was behind a pillar. He was there, ask him yourself!” This was ridiculous. “I have Canseren paperwork. I was drafted from the Canseren census. Are you mad?”

“Paperwork can be falsified.”

I rolled my eyes but took a moment to contemplate. If Prince Adrinn was so forwardly questioning my loyalty, then he must be involved in spywork, or at least the locating of spies, in some manner. He cared about the war. He attended the war meetings. He certainly seemed emotionally invested, what with this knife pointed at me.

Had his work gotten him in trouble, thus creating the wound he’d needed me to heal?

I hedged my bets. “Why would I have healed you if I were your enemy? Wouldn’t the death of the heir be to my benefit if I were a Sestan spy?”

“You tell me.”

I searched his cold eyes. “Did a spy do that to you?”

The dagger inched away. At least I was getting through to him. I wondered if the recent transferring of soldiers to guard the northern coast had put him on edge.

Pressing my advantage, I said, “Do you really think I have somehow miraculously sabotaged every healer in this country, since the age of four, mind you, so that I could succeed in healing your brother and gain access to the castle? It’d be easier to dress as a harlot and offer you a discount, wouldn’t it?”

Prince Adrinn frowned.

He allowed me to shove his knife hand away. “You are an ass, Adrinn Noblewight. And you are breaking your promise.”

He stepped back and sheathed the dagger. “You reason better than a peasant should.”

I scoffed. “Heaven forbid the truth aid me! Being born common does not bar me from reason, Your Highness. And you are still speaking to me. Leave now, or I will tell the queen the exact date and time I healed you. You seemed rather angry with her before; I wonder if she’d appreciate the information.”

You’ve chosen to hide it, he’d said to the queen. Did he suspect her as a spy?

I quickly dismissed the idea. She was so protective of her son. She’d been genuinely afraid of Adoel Nicosia. I suspected her less than my own siblings.

Prince Adrinn scowled at me but did as I asked, sweeping from my room as quietly as a shade. I immediately went to Renn’s suite, needing company until my racing heart could calm, but found it empty. Of course it was; Prince Adrinn wouldn’t accost me where one of his brother’s guards could witness it. Searching for Renn, I found him in the Great Hall, sitting down to dinner with the other nobles staying at the castle. Prince Adrinn had not yet arrived.

Finding Sten, I crossed to him and shared his portion of the wall, close enough that our elbows touched. He glanced curiously at me. “He’s been well so far,” he offered.

I nodded and stayed where I was, letting the large man’s presence calm my spirit. After several minutes, I simply stated, “I got bored.”

It seemed an ironic thing to say, considering moments later Renn began coughing up blood.

All the dinner guests near him gasped and stood, knocking over wineglasses, dropping silverware. I ran toward the scene, and when I noticed blood over the bodice of the woman who’d been sitting beside him, I ran all the faster. Renn’s knees buckled as I got to him, still coughing. He couldn’t catch his breath. So much blood—on the table, on the floor, on himself. Everywhere.

Another relapse.

“Lay him down!” I begged the nearest nobleman, who grabbed Renn’s shoulders. I grasped his neck, the first skin I saw, and dowsed before he’d even reached the floor.

His lumis was quaking again, harder than I’d ever seen it do before. It had been more whole than ever that morning. Why? Why did this keep happening to him?

What was I missing?

I rushed to the standing baubles, soothing and stitching them first, then to the fallen ones, smoothing broken pieces back into place, gluing together new fractures. I placed them in the air as usual, but they resisted it, and I had to force magic into them and order their obedience. Again and again I picked up fallen glass and remelted it, restrung it, rehung it. Still Renn shook. My heart might as well have disintegrated within me.

I pressed my hands into the floor and summoned my magic, demanded it. Drew all the extra Ursa had gifted me and pushed it into the invisible walls of the lumis, commanding it to be still, to spare him, to settle. This is not what you are! my thoughts screamed. You are whole. You are well. You are strong.

The quaking ceased. Exhausted, I slipped back into reality; the queen knelt nearby, squeezing Renn’s hand. He was stable but unconscious.

“Take him to his bed,” I pleaded. “I can work on him more there.”
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And I did.

The moment Sten and Ard laid the prince down, I cradled his bloody face and dowsed again, returning to his lumis, finding other breaks in my work and repairing them, then sifting through the rubble and trying to find pieces to fit together. I strung up bits of glass everywhere, encouraging them to be more, hoping it would help him hold a little longer. My own exhaustion kicked me out after an hour, my eyelids heavy and head pounding. Someone had cleaned up most of the blood while I healed, but some lingered where I had touched him to dowse. Steadying myself, I wet a handkerchief and carefully cleaned the blood from his jaw. Smoothed hair from his face. “You are whole,” I whispered to him. Pleaded. “You are well. You are strong. Be strong, Renn.”

I had only just tossed the handkerchief into the wastebasket when Queen Winvrin stormed in with long, merciless strides. She’d followed us up to the suite, but the guards had managed to calm her down in the salon. Her eyes shot to the bloodstained cloth I’d discarded. Panic rippled from her like heat from a stove, and it took only a moment for her to pinpoint a target for her hysteria. She backhanded me hard enough to send me into the side table, its corner bruising my ribs.

“What have you done to him?” she screamed. Candlelight blazed across her exposed wedding pendant. “Do you not realize what he is?!”

Refusing a wince, I stood up, heat throbbing in my cheek. “I know very well, Your Majesty. Do you?”

She lifted her hand as though to strike me again. “Fix him, healer. Fix him!”

“I am trying to!” I barked back, hackles rising. “Mind that he first broke in your care, not mine.”

Fire blazed in her eyes. “You selfish, impudent little—”

“Get out,” Renn rasped from the bed. “Now.”

The queen lowered her hand, expression relaxing into smugness. “You heard him.”

“Not her.” He pushed himself up on one elbow. Hair stuck to his temples with perspiration, and the skin around his eyes looked bruised. “You. Out.”

The queen gasped. “Why would you—”

“Touch her again and I will cut you off,” he half groaned, but his eyes blazed bright. “You will leave, or I will, and you will be dead to me.”

Her entire body seemed to shrivel.

“I love you, Mother, but this is unacceptable. Please understand.” He collapsed back to his pillows. “Out.”

Tears glimmered in the queen’s eyes. She did not look at me, nor offer another jab or apology. She merely dragged herself out, leaving the bedroom door open in her wake. I listened for her departure. Heard the suite door open and close.

I moved to Renn’s side. Felt his forehead. Too warm, but I was not worried yet. His mother’s words itched at me. What he is, she’d said. Do you not realize what he is. Not who he is.

“I thought,” he said between labored breaths, “I told you to take the rest of the day off.”

“Thank goodness I didn’t.” I retrieved another handkerchief, wet it, and dabbed his brow. Hoped he thought the trembling in the touch came from him and not me. “You are always so dramatic.”

The ghost of a smile touched his lips, but it faded quickly. “I will always be this way, won’t I?”

I felt the question slice the marrow of my bones. Searing into my very spirit. “No,” I answered, unsure if I lied or not. “No, not always. And you do so well most of the time. That’s something, isn’t it?”

“I suppose.” Inhale, exhale. “Do you think . . . have you wondered, why you’ve been able to help me where others have failed? Do you think it’s because of Ursa? That you are, in some way, two healers in one?”

“It helps. Some of her magic lingers with me. Some of it is merely experience. Not only with healing . . . I’m able to liken your lumis and my own life and find new ways to build it up. Some of it might simply be luck, or the timing of the gods.”

He looked at me, his eyes so painfully bright against his pallor. “Is this the reason . . . you always turn me away? Because of my—”

“No.” It came out more forceful than I meant it. “No, not that. I swear it.”

He closed his eyes. “Even if I am never cured, if it keeps you here . . . it’s not so terrible.”

My eyes stung. “No, you will do this for yourself.”

“You are what I do for myself.”

I weakly wrung out the handkerchief into a bowl and set it aside. “I can’t, Renn.”

Eyes still closed, he reached for me, taking my hand in his, squeezing. I felt as shattered as he was.

“I am no one,” I whispered. “A beekeeper from Fount who had the misfortune of being very good at craftlock.”

“Hm.”

“And you are a prince, third heir to the throne, second if your sister doesn’t marry. And if your mother is so displeased with my work, she will murder me before she lets anything happen here. You know that.”

He seemed to be asleep, but his thumb traced mine in slow, little circles.

I pressed my lips together, steeling myself. Breathing deeply, wondering if he would fall asleep and leave these wounds to scab, but he did not. Only traced my thumb, knuckle to nail, back and forth, back and forth.

I sat on the edge of the bed. Picked a spot on the floor to train my eyes.

He deserves to know.

The thought was so prominent it felt like Ursa, but it wasn’t. My voice, my mind. I’d buried all that hurt, covered all those scars. I spoke of it to no one, even Ursa. Pretended like it never happened. Like parts of me hadn’t been cut out and left to rot on the side of the road. Pretended like it didn’t still haunt my dreams and make me feel worthless.

It was not him. It was me. The crown aside, it was me.

“When I was sixteen, I was engaged to a man named Vin. He was a luthier. We met through a cousin of mine.”

His eyes cracked open.

“My parents went to Grot for business; it was the first time my mother had left my baby brother, Terrence, since his birth. They had me come along, to pick out some things for the wedding. Ursa came, too, because I wanted her there. That’s when we were hit by a carriage. I don’t . . . I remember the street was narrow and it came around the bend so quickly. Nothing else.

“My father died instantly. My mother . . . Ursa had healed me, but I was so weak, so distraught that she wouldn’t open her eyes, I didn’t notice my mother was still alive. By the time I noticed, it was too late. I couldn’t work the magic quick enough. I lost my sister that day, too, my very dearest friend, and the rest of us became orphans, just like that. Being the eldest, I became my siblings’ mother. The business, the house, the harvest, it all fell to me.

“Vin . . . he decided the losses were too much for him. He couldn’t possibly take in all eight of us. Support all eight of us. Days after my parents and sister’s funeral, he broke it off. Left me in the graveyard to mourn my family, and to mourn him on top of it all. It . . . it was the worst kind of betrayal. Like I wasn’t worth the cost. Like his love had been conditional.”

Renn’s thumb stopped. “Nym—”

“When I was twenty, I met Ford.” My throat hurt, but I stared at that spot on the floor, desperate to push out the facts and nothing more. If I stopped, I might not start again. “He was a merchant—the merchant we saw that day in the city. He added Fount to his routes. Talked to me when he passed through. I fell in love with him. He was older than me, in his thirties, but he was good to me. Loved me, and he loved my family. He didn’t see us as a burden. He proposed to me, and I said yes.

“The priest asked me several times for his papers for the marriage certificate. Ford was always traveling, so I couldn’t just go to him and retrieve them. And he was cagey about it when I did. Said he’d take care of it, or that he had, but the priest insisted he still needed them. I should have seen the signs then, but I was so happy, so hopeful. So I didn’t.

“It was the day—the morning—of my wedding that the priest uncovered the truth. Ford was already married. He had a family, a wife and children, in Taupe. I was devastated. I’d never known such betrayal, even from Vin.” My throat closed, and I had to cough to loosen it. “I didn’t even need to call it off. We couldn’t legally be married. But Ford, he pressed the issue. Said he would take care of us anyways, that we didn’t need paperwork to make it work. I refused. I hated him. But he thought I was his and made it a point to prove it, so he . . .” I swallowed. It had been such a shock, such a . . . breaking. By the time I realized my magic might have saved me . . . “He hurt me, Renn. He violated me in every possible way, and then he left. I hadn’t seen him again, until that day in the market.”

Renn shifted. Sat up. Grasped my arm. I stayed focused on that spot on the floor.

“I got pregnant,” I whispered, tears blurring my vision. “I got pregnant, but I wanted her. I wanted her, and I’m a healer but I didn’t know . . . I can’t dowse into a babe unborn, and she came that way. Born but not, no heartbeat, no breath in her lungs, her lumis already black as coal. Inaccessible. I was a healer touched by death and I still couldn’t save her . . .”

He pulled me into his chest, arms tight around me, hand woven into my hair. I closed my eyes and sobbed. His shoulder pressed into my newly bruised cheek, but I didn’t care. I barely felt it over everything else I’d spilled onto the floor, so many secrets, so much pain lying there for him to see.

He held me close, close enough that I could feel his heartbeat, feel his warmth, feel his skin slicken and clothes dampen with my tears. He combed his fingers through my curls, drew more circles on my back. Whispered, “I’m so sorry, Nym. I didn’t know. I didn’t know,” into my hair.

That’s why, I tried to say, but the words were too swollen to speak. That’s why I promised never again.

I loved both of them. And both of them broke me.

When I woke, I was still encircled in his arms, tears dried to my eyelashes, curled into him on the bed. He breathed slowly, deeply, his hold warm and constant. The candle on the night table had burned to the end of its wick, and it sputtered, clutching to its last seconds of life.

Every happiness, for one delicate moment, lay in the circle of Renn’s arms. One delicate moment where I could pretend, again, that he was a farmer’s son, that I was unbroken, that we had met at a bonfire and chosen a simple, humble life together. I savored it for a long minute, indulging in the fancy. Let it fill my heart like it was real.

But he was a prince. A king, should time choose such a fate for him. A king with a king’s life and a king’s rule and a king’s responsibilities, and I was a broken healer, a woman whose craft would become illegal the second he was whole again. A woman too shattered by men to allow another to break her. Because Renn would break me. He would love me and he would break me, and I’d never be able to put myself together again.

I kissed him just below his ear, the only confession of feelings I would ever make to him, and carefully unwound myself from his arms. The winter air felt stark in comparison, pebbling my skin. I wiped my eyes, smoothed my hair and dress, and slipped away, telling Bay, now posted at the door, that his prince was well again, and we should let him sleep.

I escaped into my room, the fire unlit, the bed cold. I’d always thought it too large, but tonight it also felt too empty, like a golden-haired man ought to be there beside me, someone to warm and protect me, to cherish me, and one finger by rigid, unyielding finger I let that dream go until it was only me, the shadows, and the frost on the windows.

I slept, and did not dream again.


Chapter 19

When I came to Renn’s suite the next morning, he was disheveled with dark undereyes, blearily pouring himself a cup of water. I didn’t even need to dowse into him. “Go back to bed.”

He drank, set the cup down, and rubbed his eyes. “I don’t think I could if I wanted to.”

“Then I’ll ask one of the physicians to make a draught for you.”

He attempted and failed to mask a yawn, and guilt swirled in me, knowing I was the likely reason he rested so poorly. He’d seemed so at peace when I’d left . . . which only fueled the guilt.

My heart ached, and I ignored it.

Sten’s presence in the room felt like a beacon. A threat.

Sure Physician Whitestone would not be up this early, I went to the infirmary myself, and sure enough, one of the attendants was there. The beds were empty. I asked after a draught for the prince, and he concocted one quickly from dried herbs and some oils in delicate glass bottles. I thanked him, returned, and mixed the draught with water.

“I’m fine,” Renn murmured when I handed it to him.

“Please,” I whispered.

His blue eyes searched mine, and I wondered what he saw there. Wondered how much of myself my eyes betrayed. Then he drank the draught and returned to bed.

I dowsed into him while he slept that afternoon, strengthening the more brittle parts of him. Smoothed his hair from his forehead, traced the shape of his nose, and left.
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I did not want bad blood between us, so I sought the queen out myself the following day. Her rooms were, indeed, separate from the king’s, and she met me in her salon, prim and erect and doll-like. I made no comment regarding our last interaction—I’d already healed the bruises—only updated her on her son’s well-being. That he was well again, that relapses were to be expected, and that I would watch him closely. “I have not yet dealt with a relapse I could not fix,” I offered. “Given their pattern, I do not expect one for at least a few weeks.”

She accepted this as a stone would, and I excused myself. I ran into Princess Eden and Prince Adrinn in the hallway, and per his word, the prince continued on without so much as looking at me, while the princess stopped, eyeing her brother for what she perceived to be rudeness. “How is Renn?” she asked.

“Much better. Rest has done him good.”

She smiled and squeezed my shoulder. “He is in good hands. Thank you, for watching over him.”

Her gratitude made it hard to breathe, so I merely nodded, wondering what she would think if I told her the truth—that I was very near to giving up everything to ensure Renn’s health, even any hope of returning to Fount. But I kept that truth deep in my heart and returned to the prince’s side, his ever-diligent shadow.

He treated me much the same as before, but there was a change in his voice, his movements, that I would not have noticed had I not dedicated so much time to him. A heaviness, a sadness, a longing. I would be a fool to disregard the way he looked at me, sometimes from across the salon, or from the table at dinner, or even on the training grounds when the winter sun shined on the frozen earth. I only hoped I hid my own heaviness well enough, reminding myself that this, too, would pass. It passed with Vin, and it passed with Ford. Another four years, maybe, and Renn would not haunt my thoughts so terribly. Surely I could hold out another four years.

One of those rare sunnier days came a fortnight before the winter solstice. Sten, Ard, and I tailed Renn down one of the open loggias of the castle after a short private meeting with his father and the other male nobles at the castle, regarding plans for spring—taxes and launching an offensive strike against Sesta, or so Renn had mentioned. Renn paused in one of the arcades, looking westward at the setting sun, which highlighted nearby wispy clouds with shades of orange and pink. Moving past the next column, he stepped onto a narrow balcony. As though they’d practiced it, Sten and Ard immediately took their posts on either side of the arch, facing the hallway, folding their arms in unison. I waited a moment, pulling a shawl closer around me for the cold, but Renn stayed on the balcony, watching as the sun slowly sank, its cloud-reflected colors gradually deepening.

I stepped out onto the balcony with him, craning to see his face: still, impassive, masked. “Are you all right?”

He didn’t reply right away. “I’m not sure.”

Knotting the shawl so it would stay in place, I reached out to him. “Do you need me to—”

He clasped one of my hands and brought it to his chest, holding it there, never taking his eyes from the sunset.

Heat trickled down my arm, driving back the chill. My body tightened with too many emotions. “Ard and Sten are right here.”

“I hardly worry about them.” Still, he released me, and I cradled my hand to my chest as though it were something precious, mourning as his heat slipped away from my skin. The fact that he’d held it spoke of feelings better left unsaid. The fact that he released it comforted me even as I ached, for it meant Renn was safe. Trustworthy. That he had listened to me and taken my past to heart.

We stood like that, watching the sunset a long moment. Rove lay about one hundred miles from the coast of the sea, but I thought I caught the faintest scent of seawater on the December wind. The aspen trees were bare, save for a few white boughs that held on to a few dead coin-shaped leaves. The cold slowly enveloped us. I could see how travelers caught in a winter storm succumbed to it, so slowly it crept. Painful, yet comforting, until it sucked life free of its shell.

I listened for Ursa, but she did not speak.

Renn sighed. “It’s cold. We should retire.”

We turned away from the view at the same time, our eyes meeting. His dropped to my lips for only a heartbeat before shooting to the lengthening shadows of the loggia. He took the lead, and I let Ard and Sten fall into line before taking up the rear, pressing my cold fingers to my lips, wondering if I allowed the loggia’s chill to embrace me just a little longer, if all this might hurt just a little less.
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I sat reading by my fire that night, on a cushion on the floor. Before the hearth was my favorite reading spot at home, close enough that I’d burn myself without a skirt to protect my legs. The book was worn, its spine broken—one I’d brought from home. A collection of fairy tales. I had gifted it to Ursa on our sixteenth birthday, not long before she’d gifted me her life. I read there until the fire died out, leaving only red-cracked embers. Then I set the book aside and crept toward my bedroom, shivering at the sudden chill in the air.

Death whispered against my skin.

Fear overtook me. I was close to Renn’s rooms. What if he—

One of the sashes was open. How long had . . . ?

“Nym!” Ursa shouted.

I jerked at the strength of her voice, just as a shadow leapt before me. Silver flashed, knocking the air out of me as it struck my chest. Stone cracked, and the agate pendant beneath my bodice shattered.

I stumbled back, feeling for my own knife, but I’d taken it off for the night, and my hands came up empty. A man in all black, his face covered, pursued me. He was short but lithe, silent as falling snow. Quick, so quick—I couldn’t even get out the air for a scream before he shoved two gloved fingers into my mouth and thrust again, his knife sliding cleanly, smoothly, into my middle, deep and cold and raw.

Pain laced the shock of it as he twisted the blade, then withdrew from me all at once. Choking, flailing, I fell to my knees. Saw his silhouette shift against the darkness as he fled out the window, gone.

Assassin.

He got the wrong room, I thought, my center warm and wet as my limbs grew cold.

“Nym!” Ursa screamed. “Nym! Heal yourself! Now!”

I blinked, feeling disconnected from my body. Curled stiff fingers in. Flashes of my lumis appeared behind my eyes, limned with black. I recognized death only distantly. I hadn’t seen it like this, so alive in my own lumis, for eight years . . .

“Dowse, Nym!”

My eyelids grew heavy. I closed them and tried again, fingers curling in as though someone else moved them. I slipped into my lumis, hardly able to tell up from down. My arms weighed too much to work. The crenellated puzzle of me had fallen on one side, pieces scattered. That was bad. I dragged my feet forward. My hand felt like little more than a club as I picked up one and put it back. Reached for another. Exhaled. I was so tired. I’d never been this tired, even when the rat sickness claimed me. Even after the soldier at the portcullis, and Renn with that relapse—

Someone was shouting at me. Ursa?

It took both hands for me to grip the next piece of the puzzle and lift it into place. I dropped to a knee getting the third. But there were so many pieces left. So many pieces . . .


Chapter 20

Someone was shouting my name again.

I stood at the end of a long corridor in the castle. It had the same dark stone walls, though none of the castle’s halls stretched this long. No sconces or lamps here. No torches.

So very, very cold. Frost glued my bare feet to the floor.

“Nym!”

There it was again, coming from the end of the hallway. I couldn’t see who called me—too dark. Shadows swallowed the stone. Swallowed me.

I just needed to . . . sit. To rest awhile. I leaned into the wall. Started sliding down to the floor.

“Nym!”

I paused. I knew that voice. I knew it from a story . . . a story someone must have told me, because no one could hear books. I tilted my head, listening for it, wondering.

“Hello?” I asked, prying one frozen foot from the floor, then the other. My legs weighed a thousand pounds each; I leaned into the cold stone, dragging them forward.

Voices echoed up the hallway, too many and too quiet, talking over one another, confusing each other. I inched closer, shivering, trying to pick out their words. The corridor kept expanding, sucked into the shadows.

“—physician, now!” he screamed.

Pattering footsteps. I paused and turned around, but I saw no one, nothing. Just the hall expanding forever in the other direction, too.

Looking back, I saw the hallway had changed. A crenellated pattern of odd-shaped blocks, most of them gray, a few green. I knew this. I’d seen this before.

Some of the pieces had fallen off and hit the floor. I picked one up, surprised at its density. Turned it over in my hands.

“Hold on, Nym,” the voice said. I felt hands on my face, yet I stood alone, gripping that heavy block. “Please hold on. Don’t leave me. Don’t leave me, not now.”

With all my strength I hoisted that block and set it with the others, and then the corridor vanished into the black, sucking me down with it.
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I gasped in a lungful of air, like I’d swum up from the bottom of a lake and breached its surface only a second before drowning. Then I coughed, old blood flecking into my mouth. I turned onto my side, wheezing. Warm hands grasped my shoulders.

“Thank the gods,” Renn said. “Thank you. Thank you.”

A new voice, low and masculine, said, “She’s still as she was before. Dark in there, and not only from this. Something’s wrong with her.”

I blinked, taking in my surroundings. I was on the floor in my room. Late-morning sun filtered through the windows. Renn crouched in front of me—his were the hands holding me. Behind him stood Ard and the queen, chewing her nails in a show of fear I’d never seen her have. I pushed myself upright, groaning at the stiffness in my joints. Glimpsed a familiar face—Brekk, the healer who had mended me after I’d fallen to the rat plague. Behind him knelt Sten.

I looked down and shuddered. My entire torso was scarlet with blood, my dress soaked with it. The stones beneath me, bloodied. My hand brushed what I thought was glass, but as I picked it up, I recognized it as a shard of violet agate.

My necklace, shattered.

Gods above. “Someone tried to kill me,” I whispered.

The room grew very quiet, and I stared at that piece of agate, trying to comprehend why.
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“Renn, I’m fine. You know how the healing works.” I had lost a lot of blood, but the Rovian healer had done an adequate job of repairing me. Lonnie had come to help me bathe and dress, and I had not yet left my room before Renn had returned to check on me. I sat by the fire, on a chair now, warming through. I was still cold from the experience, but it was nothing food and rest wouldn’t resolve.

Anger tightened his eyes and misery shined within them. “You don’t even know.” He paced from the mantel and returned again. “You were nearly dead, Nym. Your pulse was nothing. You . . .” He pressed his lips together and swallowed. Turned away.

I drew my shawl closer and stared into the flames. “You’re right, I’m not fine. Physically, I am hale. I promise. But . . .”

I’d recounted to him, and to the head of the castle guard, what I remembered from the night before. I guessed the attack happened near midnight. The man had been in black, short, fit. He’d come and left through the window. I hadn’t seen his face.

“Ursa was there,” I whispered, though for now we were alone in the room. I thought of the slickness of death across my skin. The twist of the knife. My assailant had intended for me to die. “She tried to warn me. She made me stay awake.” I rubbed my hands together. “You made me stay awake.”

He shook his head. “I didn’t find you until morning. Someone had broken into the keep and stabbed you, and I slept through it.”

“I heard you, Renn,” I murmured, meeting his gaze. “I was in this forever hallway, just like one in the keep but longer, stretching before me. And I heard you. I was able to move one more stone on my lumis. Were it not for you and my sister, I would have died.”

I wondered how many more times I could cheat death before it took me outright. Had the assassin poisoned his blade, I’d be a corpse.

Back with Ursa. With our parents. Yet I found little joy in that imagined reunion.

He sucked in a deep breath, perhaps taking some comfort in the description. After mulling over it a moment, he knelt in front of me and took my hands in his. “And you have no description of the assailant?”

“A couple inches taller than me, dressed in black. Male.” I squeezed his fingers back. “Nothing else I can think of. No one I might suspect. Especially not anyone that could scale to a fourth-story window.”

But that was the big question—who wanted me dead? Renn wondered if they’d mistaken me for another noblewoman, perhaps the wife of Lord Barn, the one from the north who was staying at the castle, or perhaps Princess Eden, though why she would be a target, we couldn’t decide. If Sesta had attempted the hit, me as a target wouldn’t make sense. They wouldn’t even know who I was. The queen hardly favored me, though she needed me if she wanted her son to live. She’d spent twenty years finding me. And I did not think the mortification on her face when I awoke was an act. If so, she should have been on a stage, not in a keep. But even then, Renn was not the heir. I didn’t think the attempted kill was meant to hurt him.

Renn stood and drew me up with him. “I want you with Sten and Ard in my rooms.”

“Where will you be?”

“With the search party.”

The assassin would be long gone by now, but pointing out the fact did not seem wise. Renn appeared very much like his lumis: fragile and cracked, ready to shatter at any point.

I gave in to him, for I was deeply indebted to him, so grateful he’d had the foresight to come to me instead of wait on me, grateful for his voice in the darkness to provide me an anchor. I feared him—what he represented for me, his closeness to me, like we were braiding together so tightly I would never be able to separate from him before the inevitable knife cut our rope. But as he led me away, an arm around my shoulders as though I’d only been bandaged, not healed by the craft, I felt warmer and safer than I had by the fire, and for the time being I allowed myself to feel safe.

I settled on the sofa in his salon. He had a too-large breakfast tray brought up and a bleary-eyed Bay to attend him while Ard and Sten stayed with me, per his command. Before he left, he leaned down to me and murmured, “If you can bring yourself to do one more thing for me, please stay here. It’s worth nothing if I lose you.”

His voice sent gooseflesh down my arms and made my heart squelch like a rag wrung of water. He departed swiftly, and I did not see him again until the middle of the night. I did as he asked and stayed guarded in his suite. He returned sweaty and filthy, like he’d been mucking stalls, and tired. When I rose to meet him and touched his jaw to dowse, he didn’t stop me. I fixed him once again, then fell asleep on the sofa as he bathed in his private chamber.

I slept soundly and did not wake at dawn as I was trained to do. Instead Renn woke me, sitting beside me on the couch, and said, “We found him.”
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The assassin had been arrested during the night. How they could be sure they’d apprehended the right man, I didn’t know, but the castle guard was, and they’d secured him in the dungeon. I was not permitted to see his face; the cells were closed off to everyone but the king until the interrogators learned who had hired the man, and Renn seemed very confident it would be soon.

The story spread quickly, and the castle buzzed with it, from the nobility to the stable hands. As Renn had begged me not to leave his suite, Lonnie paid me a visit, delivering a lunch tray. “I hear they do awful things, the interrogators. Break your fingers one by one, pluck your eyelashes, things like that.”

I winced. I did not believe in torture; there was enough evil and pain in the world already, and humankind needn’t inflict more upon itself. And yet I very much wanted this tale to be over. I very much did not want to be afraid.

Renn was gone most of that day, too. I insisted I attend to him, to be his safety net, but he bade me stay with the guards. I was going mad in his suite, without even dowsing to occupy me. I grew tired of books and danerin, especially because Ard and Sten were not practiced players. I wrote another letter to Lissel, speaking of anything but the fact that someone might want me dead. I wrote until my hand cramped and could hold a pen no more, then I paced, absently picking apart my curls as I did so.

Renn didn’t return until after dinner, slouching with exhaustion. I took his hand and pulled him to a chair. “This is pointless,” I snapped at him, then dowsed, seeing all his baubles and orbs set in place.

“It is not,” he countered with a grimace. “We found him.”

I pulled away from him. Sat on the edge of the table to face him, our knees nearly touching. “Him? The one who hired the kill? The assassin talked?”

“He didn’t need to.” Renn leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “We never actually caught the assassin, Nym. But I had my suspicions. His employer had to be someone at the castle; you’ve no interactions with anyone else. I convinced the head of the castle guard to play along, to pretend we’d caught him to put the fear of Hem into whoever it might be. And earlier today, Whitestone vanished.”

The name had the blood draining from my face. “Whitestone?”

Renn’s countenance darkened. “He quietly packed his things and went on his way, thinking to flee before his hireling revealed him. We caught up to him, arrested him. He admitted all of it. Begged for mercy. Said you had replaced him, ruined him.” He scoffed, then sobered. “He’ll hang at dawn.”

I leaned back onto my hands, suddenly lightheaded. “I . . . see.” It should not have surprised me, that the castle physician wanted me dead. I had replaced him, when it came to Renn’s care, as well as anyone direly sick or injured. I’d inadvertently made him feel small . . . and for anyone who could not peer into a lumis, Renn would seem healed. Perfect, at most times. Or, perhaps, his relapses made my work seem pointless. Either way, the physician had painted me a disposable enemy and had nearly succeeded in eliminating me.

“Where . . . is he now?” I asked.

“Dungeon. Nym.” He placed a knuckle under my chin. “Are you all right?”

I nodded, though a few tears moistened my eyes, and I blinked them away. Renn brushed back a lock of hair from my face, tucking it behind my ear.

“He won’t hurt you,” he promised. “No one will hurt you.” Withdrawing from me, he sighed. “I’ve been thinking. That first time, when you fainted in my room . . . it showed me how much I needed you. How much I liked your company, and all the ways I had failed you. This time”—he swallowed, the apple of his throat bobbing—“it made me realize how selfish I’ve been.”

“Renn . . .”

“It’s time for you to go home.”


Chapter 21

Needles seemed to prick every inch of my skin; the hair on my arms stood on end. “What?”

“Not . . . indefinitely.” He sounded sorry for it. “Not yet. But you should visit. The snowfall has been light; if the weather stays clear, you could go after midwinter, for a few days.”

I stared at him. “But you . . .”

“We’ll plan for it now. See if we can get ahead of the curve, hm?” He pulled off his gloves and tossed them on the floor beside his chair. “If I send you in a carriage, you’ll make good time. We never gave you a chance to get your things in order, to ensure your family would be well. I’m so sorry for that, Nym. But I want to give you the chance now, especially with things going so poorly. I’d like to send you with some supplies, of course, and your back wages. They’ll help. With good weather . . . a week, a fortnight at most, and you could be back here.” He offered a weak smile. “I’ll have a physician check on me daily, I’ll call Brekk to the castle, and I’ll be careful. No training, no picking fights with Adrinn.”

My heart pulsed with trepidation. “You could come with me.” I don’t know why I whispered it, but I did.

He met my eyes, searching. “I . . . would love to, honestly. See this little town you speak of, meet your family. But I would have to go with a small retinue of soldiers. Guards. Bring attention to myself, and to you. And . . .”

“And war,” I supplied for him.

He dipped his head. “My duties here are growing. I do things besides read and complain, you know.” He half smiled. “Spring will come soon enough, and Sesta will attack again. I was tutored in both international affairs and war strategy; I’m putting that knowledge to good use. My father’s also assigned me some districts to oversee. I get to lead an audit on taxes and men dodging the draft. I mean to prove my use to him, so that the next time an enemy arrives on our doorstep, I’m not relegated to the tunnel.

“I might need . . . I might need more from you, before you leave.” His dismal tone told me he regretted asking. “Not like before. Never like before, but I’m very used to you, Nym. I’m afraid I’ll fall apart without you.”

In the silence that slipped between us, it did not seem he was talking about his lumis. Not entirely.

“That’s why . . . it can only be a few days,” he continued. “Until I’m truly healed . . . I can only give you a few days.”

“Of course.” Joy at seeing my family again, at providing for them, for I would not turn down the supplies and money, warred with the sorrow of leaving Renn behind, and the fear of such a risk. “Of course. I can start now.”

“It’s late.”

“I can start now,” I pressed, and before I realized I’d done so, I took his hand. “I will make you as perfect as possible, and my trip will be swift, I promise.”

He squeezed my hand, and we got to work.
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I worked long days with Renn leading up to the winter solstice, resuming nearly to a tee the dawn-to-dusk schedule I’d kept during my first weeks in Rove. They were, in truth, harder on him than they were on me, for while I could occupy my mind with dowsing, Renn had little to occupy his, and being a man who’d discovered freedom, it strained him to hold still for hours on end, day after day. We went to the library together to break the tedium; I even selected titles for him to read. Sten introduced some dice games to him, and at one point we even went into the city so he could watch a theater production while I worked. They helped, but each time we broke apart he was restless, so we took long walks around the castle grounds no matter how cold the weather, talking all the while about anything and everything that came to mind.

I wrote down notes for Brekk, trying my best to describe the nature of Renn’s lumis and my repairs to it. I did not know how it would read to someone who hadn’t spent so many endless hours within its ethereal confines, but I did my best.

I told Renn about each of my siblings, including Ursa, from Brien’s obsession with longbows to Colt’s misadventures to Pren’s odd experiments. He told me about his past tutors, the good and the bad, and how he’d thrown up on his favorite one while learning concepts of gravity. He’d always wanted a dog but was allergic; I never wanted a pet because it made another mouth to feed. And while our breaks were short, I found our walks the most devastating to my resolve against him, because they showed me the breadth of his soul, a wide net tethered by our similarities, strong enough to catch all our differences.

More than once, I noted the queen watching us from the roost of an arcade, and I felt the coldness of her scowl, a swift reminder that Renn was not and would never be mine. However much Renn wanted to dismiss law, social ranking, and society as a whole, it still existed. It loomed over our heads, a knife sharpened to gleaming. I could be his shadow, and nothing more.

The metaphor of a shadow grew heavy in my mind as the solstice came, bringing snow with it. A stiff reminder of what I would be should I give in to my feelings and love Renn the way I wanted to, a courtship destined to be cut painfully short. I would give in to him, and I would love him with everything I had left. For a few days, a few weeks, perhaps even a few months, we would be happy. But even if our relationship was kept secret, the walls talked, or the guards would, or one of us would slip, and it would all come crashing down. Or perhaps we’d keep the secret flawlessly, and then King Grejor would sign a treaty with Sesta, marrying him to some royal cousin across the strait, or he’d strike a deal with Antsan across Salm’s Rest, and Renn would have to marry to protect his country. He’d leave me behind, unless I failed to cure him. Then he would take me with him, and I would shadow him as he danced, dined, and made babies with another woman. Inviting me out of the shadows only long enough to heal him, or them, and then banishing me again, my heart shattered irremediably, my only solace the whisperings of my dead sister.

Just thinking about it made it feel like the assassin had sunk his knife into me all over again. As though his shattering of that agate over my heart had been an omen.

Rolys, the god of the skies, took pity on me and cleared the skies just before the New Year came, drying up the roads to pavement and ice. I packed my few things, including a new winter dress and boots, and Renn, ever true to his word, loaded the carriage with foodstuffs and pressed a purse into my hands.

He fussed over me the morning I was leaving, barging into my room like a disgruntled housekeeper, gifting me a heavy fur cloak, throwing it over my shoulders himself, pulling up the fur-lined cowl. “You’ve food for the ride? You’ll not reach the inn until late.”

“Yes, in my bag.”

“And your gloves?” He checked my hands.

I pulled them back. “That is the third time you’ve asked.”

He ran a hand back through his hair, looking me over. “Then . . . that’s it, then.”

I smiled at him, feeling I might cry. “Thank you, for letting me do this.”

He tried to match my smile and faltered. “Tell Lissel I’m not a complete monster.”

“I hadn’t intended to speak of your mother.”

He laughed. Reached up and adjusted the hood of my cloak yet again. Inhaled deeply, held it, exhaled.

“While the sun is high, I suppose.” He headed to the door, me following on his heels. Grasped the handle, but paused, shoulders slumping.

The urge to cry surfaced again, and I pressed it down, down, down, wishing not for the first time I could dowse away my emotions the way I could scrapes and bruises. Touching his elbow, I said, “I will be swift, I promise.”

He turned back to me then, on the threshold between this private room and the public castle, and circled his arms around my shoulders, hugging me to him tightly, so that not even barbs of a feather might fit between us. Had he asked to embrace me, I would have said no. As it was, I looped my arms around his waist and leaned into him, trying to memorize the feel of him, committing it to memory beside Ursa and my babe and all the other things I had lost, so that on long nights when I was weakest, I might remember this, a spark of happiness in a sea of could-have-beens.

Pulling back, he traced the line of my cowl, then the line of my jaw. Looked at my mouth, but did not dare. “I love you, Nym,” he whispered.

Eyes and nose burning, I replied, “Renn, no.”

His lip ticked up in a ghost of a smile, as though he’d known I’d say as much and won a guessing game with himself. “I won’t,” he breathed, running his thumb over my cheekbone. “I would cherish you always. I won’t break your heart like they did. I swear it.”

I searched his eyes, their endless cerulean depths, and saw that he believed every word he said. But one promise did not a faith make.

Blinking away a tear, I whispered, “Yes, you will.”

And, opening the door, I stepped past that sacred threshold first.


Chapter 22

At the end of spring, it had taken me ten days to travel—by foot, wagon, and ship—to Rove.

In a steady carriage with constantly refreshed horses, it took me two and a half days to travel back.

The road to my home was too narrow for the carriage to ride, so it pulled up a short ways away, and while the driver and the footman saw to Renn’s provisions, I ran through two inches of snowfall to the house. Terrence’s face vanished from the window, and before I reached the door, he and Pren burst through it, throwing themselves into me so hard they nearly knocked me into the mud.

“You’re home!” Pren screeched.

Terrence buried his face into my skirts, sobbing.

Heath came out next, in his bare feet, and just stood there, staring at me like he might an apparition, and Colt, looking recovered from his illness, shoved past him and joined the embrace, grabbing my arm, hugging me, and then asking, “Where did you get this cloak?”

“Who left the door open?” Lissel cried from within, running to it with a bowl on her hip. She half closed it before wrenching it back open and staring at me much the way Heath did. Then, like a break in a storm, waterfalls ran from her eyes. She put the bowl on the floor and ran out to embrace me, sending the whole lot of us into the mud.
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I washed away the worst of the grime and hung the cloak, Terrence’s trousers, and Pren’s apron near our tiny hearth to dry. Dan was at his apprenticeship, and Brien was with the army, so for now it was just us six. My driver and footman kindly brought in the crates of goods gifted us, and Lissel sobbed as the others dug through them with wide eyes. I quietly pulled Lissel aside and explained I’d been paid for my work, and that we would fix the roof and the hives, and invest what we could, and she sobbed until she couldn’t stand. I held her and told her she’d done marvelously and that I was so proud of her. And, since she was already crying, told her I would not be staying long, and that had tears streaming down both our faces.

My first order of business was to send Colt into the market to buy dry firewood and eggs. Heath and Pren put the food gifts away, and I started a stew over the fireplace for dinner. Lissel had a small loaf of bread rising on the mantel, just enough for all of us to have a slice. Then I went out back to look at the apiary.

“I did everything I was supposed to,” Lissel promised, breath fogging in the air as I inspected the dead hive. There were a few fallen bees outside it, lying motionless on the winter-paled grass.

“It looks like it.” She’d secured it against mice and the cold, and when I pulled out two frames of honeycomb, it appeared that the bees should have had enough food. Dead bodies fell free, and I put a few in my palm, crushing them with my finger, avoiding the stinger, and sighed. “Looks like a fungus got them. There was little you could have done.”

Lissel pressed her fists together and nodded.

I did not want to disturb the bees’ winter cluster, but I heard an abnormal amount of buzzing from the last hive, given the season. Pulling on long gloves, I carefully opened the hive and inspected the bees within. They had the semblance of a huddle, but seemed frantic, dancing erratically, overworking. I popped open a few honeycombs, noticing multiple larvae inside some.

“No queen.” I clicked my tongue. Without a queen, a hive would eventually die out. The queen bee was essential for hive life; from her all new bees were born, and by her all were led. She was the sole foundation for their society. “Let’s work quickly so the cold doesn’t kill them. We need to pull out a few of these shelves, force the bees to cluster. And we need to find the dead queen.”

Lissel came to my aid. We removed the shelves near the center first, on the second finding the dead body of a long honeybee, still being prodded at by her attendants. I did not have time for smoke, so I plucked the queen free with my glove, sure the attendants stung me as I did so, then replaced the shelf. We removed two shelves from the outside, forcing the bees to overcrowd and notice the absence of their queen. With luck, they would make a new one on their own. Hopefully the cold would not distract them.

I brought the shelves inside; we could make a few candles from the wax. I tidied the house, got the younger children on their schoolwork, and was just pulling dinner from the fire when Dan got home. He approached me from behind. “Lissel, it didn’t help. He won’t listen to me. He says it’s another six months or I might as well quit.”

I turned around. “Then I will let him know my mind first thing tomorrow.”

Dan started, gawked at me, then began to cry. This affected me more than the others—Dan was fifteen years of age, and I had not seen him weep since he was twelve. I crossed the room to him and held him tightly, wondering when he’d gotten taller, and silently thanked Renn for letting me come home.
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I did as I said; in the morning I bundled up and accompanied Dan to the small tannery where he’d been apprenticing for four years. A few pelts were strung up on frames in various phases of preservation, and Pern Fursmade, the tanner, hovered near one of them, a green cincture around his gut and a flask in his hand.

I marched up to him and snatched the flask from his grip, smelling it and wrinkling my nose. “It’s a little early for drink, isn’t it?”

He blinked stupidly at me. “Nym? When the hell did you get back?”

“Yesterday, only to hear you are reneging on your contract.”

He rolled his eyes and dismissed me with a flap of his hand. “Contract states he’s gotta be competent in the work, proficient before taking pay. He’s not there.”

I turned, taking in the hanging hides. “And which of these are his?”

Pern frowned. “Can’t sell his.”

“That’s a lie,” Dan spat. “Three-quarters of the furs in this shop are mine, and they sell. You can inspect any one of them.” He marched over to the furs on hooks, recently finished. “This is mine, this is mine, this one, too”—he skipped a beaver pelt—“and all of these.”

“I say when you’re finished, Tallowax.” The tanner jutted a finger in Dan’s direction.

“You do not, by law,” I retorted. “You are making money off of him. He serves his designated time and that is it. Then he can either work for you or open his own tannery.” I stepped right up to his face, until his gut hit my ribs. I had rehearsed this, so it came out just as scathing as I wanted it to. “You noticed my absence, did you not? I am the royal healer to prince Renn Reshua Noblewight. I have healed the king himself. Do you think I won’t have his ear? Do you think the royal family will overlook this because Fount is beneath them? It is not beneath me, Fursmade. You will hold to your contract and treat my family fairly, or we will cancel it now and open an opposing tannery across the street.”

He laughed at me, then paused, taking in the cut of my dress and the fur of my cloak, far richer things than I could have ever hoped to afford on my own. Things that spoke of money. I had not donned them for that reason, but suddenly I was very glad Renn had outfitted me so thoroughly for this journey.

Fursmade cursed, snatched back his flask, and mumbled his assent before going back into his adjoining house.

Dan touched me lightly on my wrist. “What a relief,” he said. Not to my ears, but to my mind.

Every joint in my body seized. I gawked at him, and he offered me a small smile and a half-hearted shrug.

I loosened my body through sheer will alone. Launched at him, grabbed him by the ear, and hauled him outside the tannery.

“Ow! Gods, Nym!” He jerked away from me in the cold, rubbing the side of his head. “I’m not ten!”

I got right in his face, my finger pointed at his nose. “Promise me you will never do that again.”

His brow crinkled. “I thought you’d be surprised. I’m like you now.”

“No, you are not.” I shoved him, though with his back to the wall, he had nowhere to go. I spoke in low, hard tones, each word formed as winter hail. “My craft is legal. It is the only one that is legal. If anyone finds out you’re a mindreader, the best-case scenario is that you will be fined. The worst sees you hanged, and your siblings forever watched for signs of the craft, ostracized by all who know us. Is that what you want?”

He sucked in on his cheeks. “But you’re the royal healer—”

“And I was treated lower than a scullery maid for much of my time there, which you will not tell Lissel nor Fursmade. I am legal because I am a necessity, and it would not surprise me in the least if healers became unlawful again overnight, with me the only exception, because that is how the nobility works. They take what they want and bar the rest. Or have you forgotten?”

He pushed my hand away. “Fine, then I’ll go to Sesta. No laws against us there.”

“Then you will be used instead of killed,” I hissed. “Brien is at the strait as we speak, fighting Sesta on our behalf. Do you really plan to turn traitor just so you can spare your vocal cords with craftlock? If Brien dies, is that how you’ll honor his memory?”

Dan looked away, eyes shining. “No. Of course not.”

I softened. “I want you to be excited for this. I want you to love every part of yourself, magic included. But we do not yet live in a realm where that is possible.” I gripped his upper arms. “Promise me, Dan. Promise me you won’t use it. That you won’t tell anyone else.”

He nodded.

“Does Lissel know?”

“No,” he whispered. “No . . . I’ve only told you.”

I hugged him. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“It is what it is.” He let me finish, waiting until I released him to return inside. My chest sank, thinking of how marvelous such a gift might be in another world, another time. But men feared what they could not control. I wondered what they feared more—the nature of their thoughts revealed by mindreaders, or their freedom revoked by soulbinders? In my mind, healers were the mildest of the crafters—our magic was meant to help, not hurt. But how we helped was difficult for many to understand, and from that gap in knowledge flowed fear, even now.

I remained in town the rest of the day, repaying neighbors who had lent a hand to my family, visiting the Millstones and discussing marriage between Lissel and Art without making any promises, and going to the bank to discuss possible investments, for Renn had been generous with my payments, and I intended to put them to good use. Word of my return spread, and before nightfall I had healed a neighbor’s ox and a woman’s broken ankle, as well as hired a man to repair our roof before the next snowfall.

That night Pren awoke with a sore throat, so I healed her and quietly checked everyone else so the ailment would not spread while I was gone. After, I dreamed of Renn, of our first meeting, although now it happened in my home instead of the castle, and my mother was there, and for whatever reason that was not strange to me at all. Renn tried to walk to me, but his broken legs could not hold his weight, and he fell, snapping his neck as his head hit the stone floor.

So disturbed was I by the dream that I woke early and made too large a breakfast, needing something to occupy myself. I drafted a quick letter to the nearest inn, where my driver and footman were staying, and gave it to Colt to deliver on my behalf.

The third day I determined to spend with my family. I made a pie for us to share, and Lissel got out the danerin board for us to play, and we made a few holiday crafts despite the solstice having passed. They asked how Ursa was, and I relayed that she was the same as always, that time didn’t move for her as it did for us, but they wanted to hear her voice through me besides, so I relented. In later hours, by candlelight, I wrote a letter to each of my siblings, Brien included, tucked them with each of their coats, a little bit of me to leave behind with them, for I had promised Renn I would be swift, and that dream had drilled fear into my heart that he might not be well despite all our precautions. And if he was, all the better; I would likely be able to return home for the summer solstice, too.

My carriage came in the morning, and I embraced each of my siblings individually, promising I would write and visit again, kissing the heads of the little ones. When Dan embraced me, his voice leaked into my head. “I know you love him, Nym. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have looked, but I did.”

I broke apart from him, feeling exposed. Dan looked at me apologetically, too young to understand the painful nuances of the situation. Shaken, I embraced Lissel last, offering her words of encouragement. Then I stepped into the carriage and journeyed back to Rove.


Chapter 23

The weather held enough; the return journey to the capital was just as swift as my trip into Fount, and yet it felt eons longer. Because I had traveled it once already, perhaps, so the novelty had worn off. Because I didn’t have the excitement of seeing my family and surprising them with gifts. Yet in truth, while I wished I’d had more time with Lissel and the others, I ached to return to the castle. My waking and sleeping thoughts were both tangled in Renn, worrying over him, wanting him, and that made every mile stretch to ten.

My heart seemed eager to betray me, however much I pleaded for it not to.

The moment I stepped from the carriage house, death whispered across my skin.

I froze as gooseflesh rose on my arms, despite the heavy drape of my cloak. I turned back for my driver, but as I reentered the carriage house, the sensation faded.

Quickening my step, I hurried into the bailey, holding my breath. The chill feeling of death did not return straightaway; for a moment I thought I had imagined it. Surely it had just been my own anxiety and the January chill. But as I neared the training grounds, the definitive nearness of death tickled my neck and pricked my fingers. Subtle. Far more subtle than it had been with the servant Torr or the soldier crushed by the gate, but I sensed it.

I searched the bailey, eyes locking on servants and soldiers. I neared them, the sense of death flickering like a drowned candle flame.

A white cincture flashed in the corner of my eye. Turning, I spied Prince Adrinn kicking mud off his boots, and the sensation increased.

I marched to him swiftly enough to blow the hood off my hair. “Let me dowse into you.”

His brows instantly drew together. Given our agreement, I’m sure my initiating conversation confused him. “I’m quite well, healer. Be gone.”

I stepped closer and pulled off my gloves. “Let me dowse into you, now.”

He hesitated. Glanced over me to one of his nearby guards. Shrugged, which was permission enough.

I touched his neck and slipped into his lumis, but . . . everything in the prince’s menagerie was as it should be. No noticeable death lines, no creeping gray, no sick animals or broken cages. Confused, I checked everything once more before shifting back to reality.

He lifted a condescending eyebrow. “Satisfied?”

Death whispered against the shell of my ear.

I turned toward his guard. “You, next.”

The man’s mouth twisted in discomfort. “I don’t think so. I’ve heard about you—”

“For Hem’s sake,” Prince Adrinn hissed, “just let her do it.”

The guard grimaced but bent over. I touched his jaw and dowsed. His lumis was like a giant book—I flipped through the pages. Fixed a mild sprain in his ankle, but there were no notable death lines.

Returning to myself, I moved farther into the bailey. Prince Adrinn mumbled something at my back, but I was too focused to make out the words. The touch of death faded . . . then rippled back. Faded, returned. What was going on?

I sensed it, surely, near Cook, who was dumping out old water by the kitchens, yet it faltered again as I neared. “Can I dowse into you?” I asked.

She blinked. Freed a lock of hair caught under the cord of her wedding pendant. “Oh, Nym! Didn’t know you were back. Hip’s been killing me all day.”

I took her hand. Her lumis unfolded as a field of wildflowers. I pulled thorny weeds—her hip—and searched for certain marks of death, but she only bore the usual lines all healthy people had. I neared them, inspecting them, but found nothing extraordinary.

“Thank you,” she said when I came to myself.

I nodded, distracted, and went into the castle. A footman passed me, carrying an empty tray. Death slinked between his legs like a cat. A maid scurried by, the mark of death so faint it might as well have been a ring on her finger. Another footman—nothing on him. One of the heralds . . . yes, I felt it there, and yet as I turned to ask to see his lumis, the feeling wavered, like an illusion I could only perceive from the corner of my eye. It vanished as soon as I faced it head-on.

Was the death-touch fading from me, after so many years alive? I dowsed into myself but saw no lift of the dark colors I’d borne since the carriage accident. No change. Was I more anxious than I thought? But this stoked my anxiety more than anything else. I didn’t understand it. I was misreading something—

I needed to see Renn.

I quickened my pace through the keep, up the stairs. Worry contorted my mind until it had me running down the west wing to his suite. Please be there, please be there—

I threw the door open. Ard leaned against the wall across the room, blinking at my arrival.

The sound of retching flowed from the bathroom.

I shut the door and hurried to the first one on the left. It opened into a small room with a narrow commode, plus a table with a washbasin. Renn, on his knees with his back to me, vomited into a bucket on the floor. He wore only his shirtsleeves and breeches. Brekk, the healer from Rove who had saved me twice, knelt with a hand on the back of Renn’s neck; the empty stare of dowsing snapped into frustration, not at me, but at the situation. Sten sat on the commode, using it as a chair, looking miserable, but hope lit his face as I appeared.

“Nym,” he murmured.

Renn spat. “Wh-What?”

Brekk rose to his feet, seeming overly tall in the small space. “I don’t understand this, nor you,” he said simply, and excused himself to the salon.

I let my cloak fall in the doorway and stepped around Renn. He was vomiting only bile, and the smell of it clung to the room. Before he noticed me, I pressed my fingers to the clammy skin of his neck and dowsed.

I could see where Brekk had tried to repair him; discordant pieces tacked together like eggshells and falling apart just as quickly. The man couldn’t read the baubles, the colors, and the glass as I could; I realized he had not understood what broken pieces were transitory ailments and which connected to Renn’s resistive condition. His current sickness did not appear to stem from the constant deterioration of his lumis alone, but also an illness. I went for the illness first, glad it wasn’t the rat plague—he would have perished from that, surely, before I returned. I banished shadows from whole and broken orbs alike, then refortified those I had already repaired, pulling magic into my palms and pressing it, demanding it, into baubles and ornaments. When everything appeared steady, I returned to reality and helped Renn sit up.

He still looked awful. Pale and drawn. He wiped his mouth with a handkerchief. “Nym.” His voice wavered, weak. “Y-You’re back . . . Not exactly . . . how I wanted you to see me.”

My heart clenched. “I’ve seen you far worse.”

Sten filled me in: “He hasn’t slept for three days.”

That explained it. Healing with the craft could work miracles, but even it could only do so much to balm natural fatigue and exhaustion. I touched the side of Renn’s face. Not to dowse, but because I could, and all of me hurt at the sight of him, like I’d swallowed glass.

I realized I did not feel death in this room, and I exhaled at the relief of it.

Sten left to dump the bucket. Renn’s head dropped onto my shoulder. His skin was warming, but perspiration matted his hair. I held him, relishing the weight of him, until Sten returned. “I dismissed Brekk,” I said. “Let’s get him to bed. I can only do so much. But after some rest, he’ll be fine.”

“Thank you, Nym,” Renn whispered as Sten pulled him to his feet. Kept one of the prince’s arms over his neck as he guided him to the bedroom. I picked up my cloak and set it on the sofa. Ard waved his thanks to me.

Anxiety, then, before. I’d just been anxious. Tired from so much travel, surely.

I waited by the door until Renn was situated, then came over. The chair was already at his bedside; Brekk had likely been keeping vigil during his illness, despite being unable to make sense of my piecemeal tinkering.

I poured Renn some water from a pitcher. “Drink this.”

He did, then fell back onto his pillows. “My mouth tastes like I’ve been eating rats.”

A smile tempted me at that. “You need to sleep.”

He closed his eyes, but his hand snaked to mine, his warm touch enveloping my fingers. “You’re back,” he whispered.

My throat thickened. I cleared it. “Did you think I was going to run away?”

“I feared it.”

My heart ached. Sinuses burned. He seemed half asleep already. With my free hand, I smoothed hair from his face. “Thank you, for letting me go home.”

He made a small hum in the back of his throat.

“But I had to come back.” The volume of my words shrunk, like they were too heavy to speak. “I will always come back, Renn.”

Dan’s voice echoed in my thoughts. “I know you love him, Nym.”

I did, didn’t I? Despite my best efforts, I’d fallen in love with one of the country’s most exclusive bachelors. I didn’t need to wait for him to break my heart. I seemed quite capable of ruining it all by myself.

Gods help me, I loved him.

His thumb drew across my knuckles. So softly, half in dream, he said, “I would give up my legs for you.”

Tears pricked my eyes. I squeezed his hand and cleared my throat again, for what good it would do. “Nonsense,” I managed weakly. Rose from my chair and pressed my lips to his forehead. “Sleep, Renn. Just sleep for me.”

How easily he slipped into unconsciousness spoke volumes about how exhausted he was. Three days. He would sleep a long time.

I stared at our still conjoined hands. Traced his fingers, his calluses, the bones in his palm, and a little spark of hope bloomed deep in my gut.

What if . . . what if it could happen? What if somehow . . . I could have him?

I blinked rapidly as I tried to imagine a life where I gave myself to Renn, perhaps rewarded for my unending services to him, or after Prince Adrinn sired an heir. Imagined Renn courting me in earnest, our two rooms becoming one. My heart fluttered with desire and grief.

Renn Noblewight had been a ghost in this castle for so long. Society had so few claims on him. What if . . . what if that could somehow leave space for me to claim him?

I shivered at the thought of it. Breathed deeply, trying to expand my chest, for it seemed to have shrunken on me. Carefully I folded that hope, fragile as honeycomb, into myself, tucking it away where no one would see, where I could cherish it and nurture it. Bards and poets told stories of love usurping all; why might not we have a happy ending, too? Gods knew we had suffered enough for it. Gods knew what I would give for it.

I gently pulled my hand from his and stepped back from the bed, watching him sleep for a moment. Absorbing the beauty of him. The possibility of him. Rolling my lips together, I ducked from the room.

Ard must have moved into the hall; only Sten stood guard outside the prince’s bedchamber. I was just passing him to collect my cloak when he said, “Nym.”

I turned back to him. “Yes?”

He folded his arms. Didn’t quite look at me. “The king has been talking with Antsan.”

Antsan was a country across Salm’s Rest, to the east. I held my breath, the proverbial honeycomb so alive with bees I felt them hum in my chest.

“They’re considering an alliance.” He spoke softly so his voice wouldn’t carry. “Given King Nicosia’s threat. But King Grejor doesn’t want Antsan ruling from Cansere’s throne, and their king has only daughters.”

No control of the throne meant Prince Adrinn was not an option. Only daughters meant Princess Eden wasn’t, either.

The news raked through that delicate honeycomb like a badger’s claws. A cold, sinking feeling dripped from my chest into my belly.

What an utter fool I was.

I swallowed hard. “Renn is aware?”

Sten searched my face, and I detected regret in his own. He nodded.

I forced a smile. “Thank you, for telling me. And for your discretion.”

Another nod.

I took up my cloak. Folded it over my arms. Slipped into the hallway. Passed Ard and entered my own chambers. The fire hadn’t been lit in over a week, so the room bore a stark chill. I didn’t light it.

I crossed into the bedchamber. Set the cloak on the mattress, then pressed myself against the stone wall farthest from the prince’s suite, where I wouldn’t be heard. You’ve survived worse, Nym, I thought.

But the mantra felt wooden. No, I amended. I only survived . . . differently.

Biting down on a knuckle, I let myself cry, to mourn a dream so briefly lived. I wept quietly, my whole body tensing to hold back sobs. They broke up into tiny shudders instead, quaking across my body in uneven patterns.

I loved him. I loved him. I loved him.

And I would never have him.


Chapter 24

I woke choking on death.

The deep black of night filled my room; there were no candles or fireplace embers to drive it back, no moonlight through the window. Panic drove me to alertness; I threw on my dress and ran to the door, sure something had befallen Renn—

A trumpet called from the castle wall. One, two, three . . .

We only panic if it sounds four times.

I let out an obstructed sigh, curling my fingers into my skirt.

A fourth peal rang out into the night.

Ice curled in my veins. Distant shouts battered the window, followed by four more bellows of a trumpet.

I hurried into the hallway and threw open Renn’s door. I expected Bay and Sall to be on watch, but it must have been early enough in the night that Ard and Sten still maintained their posts. Or had. They moved in a flurry. Renn’s bedchamber door had been thrown open.

I rushed in and seized Ard’s arm. “Four trumpets. What does it mean?”

“Siege,” he replied without hesitation. “Get your shoes. We need to leave now.”

My blood stopped flowing. Siege?

But it was the middle of winter. The skirmishes . . . they’d slowed to nothing. And King Nicosia, he’d threatened spring, hadn’t he?

Sesta . . . Sesta was here? But so many of our men had been sent to the northern border . . .

In my mind’s eye, I saw King Nicosia turning toward me, his eyes locking on mine in the gallery.

I flew back into my room. Stomped my boots on and clasped my cloak around my shoulders as the trumpet sounded again—one, two, three—

It cut off halfway through the fourth bellow.

Death made the hairs on my arms stand on end.

I paused for only a moment as it dawned on me. It had been a warning, the wisps of death I’d sensed in the bailey and the castle. A warning of what was to come.

Future-sight was not a gift of craftlock. And yet in that moment, I felt deep in my bones that the lot of us were about to be slaughtered.

We were not ready.

One of my bags was still packed from Fount; it held my mother’s knife, and I would not leave that behind. I slung the bag over my shoulder and darted into the hallway, colliding with Renn. The both of us stumbled, but he caught my upper arms, his grip overly tight, his undereyes dark with exhaustion. Seeing me, he whispered my name.

I grabbed his forearm. “It’s everywhere, Renn. Death. How are so many dying when we have the castle wall?” The whole point of the great walls around the city and the keep was to protect against invaders.

Ard came barreling up the corridor like a bull and looked nearly as crazed as one. “Soulbinders!” he shouted, raising gooseflesh across my skin. “An entire army of soulbinders and warbirds. They’ve flown straight into the bailey!”

Time stopped, like all of us were merely a painting, framed and set on the wall. Eons stretched between each beat of my heart, each breath of my lungs.

Soulbinders. Sesta embraced magic. They would have skilled crafters in all areas of craftlock. Masters in it.

A human soul to a bird’s . . . Had they flown over our defenses, then? Pierced Rove and its fortress as easily as a child might a tower of wooden blocks? How?

Time returned, striking me square in the chest as Sten shouted, “Move, move! Now.”

We barreled through the dark halls, winding in patterns that had me lost. Down a set of stairs, past loggias—

The sound of screams crystallized in my ears as we passed the open windows. Ard pushed Renn against the far wall, shielding him with his body. Sten did the same to me.

A silhouette of a man against the night sailed toward us, his arm raised, hand attached to a massive bird. He flew right through the open archway, dropping from the bird before drawing a sword—

Blue uniform, silver collar. A Sestan dragon.

Ard slammed into him and shoved him over the balcony. The bird screeched and fled; an arrow struck the stone near us and clattered to the floor.

“Go!” he barked.

We came around a corner, where several sconces had been lit. Servants passed in a frenzy, some carrying belongings, others confused—

Death burned my nostrils. I looked up, at the end of the corridor, just as a blue-clad man brought his sword down on a maid, right between her neck and shoulder. Crimson sprayed, and she dropped to the floor.

My legs went numb.

Ard drew his sword.

Silver markings at the soldier’s neck glinted in the firelight. It didn’t feel real, before. Now, it did.

Sesta. Sesta was here. Its dragons filled the castle. They would slaughter our men and open the gates to more—

Renn grabbed my hand and pulled me down a narrow hallway. Its shadows seemed to curl inward, gawking at me, suffocating. A flash of silver—but that was Renn’s blade. He had a sword, too.

Sten’s voice broke me from my trance. “Move!” he shouted, no longer trying to be quiet.

Down the hallway, into another. Bodies—bodies littered the floor—

Someone groaned.

I wrenched myself from Renn and dropped at the woman’s side. Talla, the seamstress. I dowsed into her lumis—saw a deep lake bubbling with oil and ink. Poured magic into it; conjured a net and caught a dark blob—

My body jerked, severing my connection, disorienting me. “There’s no time, Nym!” Renn pleaded.

Talla’s eyes opened. Blinked. She was still hurt, but she’d healed enough. Enough—

Ard rushed up behind me, his sword slick with blood. He shoved me and Renn forward with his large hands. We ran; I tripped over another body. Even in the panic, I recognized where we were going. The tunnel. The same we’d nearly entered when King Nicosia had come for negotiations.

Now he’d come for war.

A scream echoed through the halls. Wet choking. Death clung to my skin like sweat.

We neared the hidden door that would lead us down. I turned my head toward another casualty.

Lonnie.

“No!” I pulled from Renn; he dropped his sword to reach with his other hand, but I twisted from his grip and ran to her. Blood pooled on the stones around her, but she was breathing, she was still breathing—

I dowsed as her blood seeped into my skirt. Moved quickly, her scales familiar to me. Shifted weight from one to another. In reality, she started coughing. Alive.

“Nym!” Renn pleaded.

I looked up at him. At Sten and Ard.

No more trumpets. Had they all been killed?

“Nym,” Ursa cried. “If you don’t help them, who will?”

A sad smile curved my mouth.

I would never have him, anyway.

“Get him to safety,” I said to Sten and Ard.

Renn’s face blanched. “Nym, no—”

Ard seized the prince’s arm and dragged him to the door.

“No!” he screamed.

Sten hesitated. To him, I said, “I can help them. Go.”

Ard wrenched the door open.

Sten nodded numbly. Turned his back on me and shoved the prince through the door, even as he screamed my name. A tear ran down my cheek as I watched them go.

Picking myself up, I hurried down the hall to another body. I knew it to be a corpse before I touched it; death ran its chill along my jaw and down my neck when I neared. I found a room with an open door, three dead servants within. One still alive, bleeding out. His lumis was an array of ramps and tunnels, stone marbles running along them, spilling out where a ramp had broken. I repaired it, clicking it back into place. Picked up marbles and set them on their ramps until they were rolling again.

The man breathed in a gasp of air as I bolted from the room and down the hallway. Corpse, corpse . . . alive. I healed her. Turned down one way, only to come to the backs of two Sestan soldiers fighting someone. I turned on my heel and bolted down the other way, through a short hallway and down stairs, spilling into the Lords’ Hall just as the door to my right burst in, snapping the wooden crossbar holding it shut, crushing the two desperate Canseren soldiers trying to hold it closed. A dozen Sestan men poured in like a water glass tipped over, viciously attacking like the dragons they were named for. The sword of one came clean across my torso before his shoulder knocked me over.

I hit the ground hard. My blood warmed the stone beneath me. Closing my eyes, I shifted into my lumis. I fit puzzlelike pieces together until they re-formed stones, then shoved them back into place. Straightened one of Ursa’s green blocks, remortared a crenel. The gash in my stomach stitched itself closed.

In the Lords’ Hall, however, I remained down. My hair had fallen over my face, masking it, and the blood I’d lost still soaked my dress and the floor beside me, granting me the semblance of a fresh kill. Soldiers packed the Lords’ Hall; steel struck steel as death swirled feral through the room. I dared not move and draw attention to myself, only shifted my eyes, looking down, looking up—

Prince Adrinn, wearing only his nightclothes, stabbed his blade through the chest of a Sestan wearing two silver marks on his collar. Spun and encountered another before the first body fell. From the open door, someone shouted, “He’s the heir! Kill him!” And three more men garbed in blue and black rushed for the prince, pouncing on him all at once. I trembled, dared to pray—

One blade nearly took off Prince Adrinn’s arm; two more stabbed through his gut, dropping him. One of the soldiers stabbed him through the diaphragm for good measure.

The dragons cut through the last in the room before rushing into the hallways, hunting down those who had retreated.

The moment the last left, I shoved myself off the floor and bolted across the room, dropping to Prince Adrinn’s side. Blood soaked his clothes and dribbled out his nose and the corner of his mouth. Death coated him like dark paint. Like shadows. But his eyes quivered, staring at the ceiling.

I grabbed his face and returned to his menagerie, nearly fainting at the sight of it. Every cage warped, smashed, toppled. Every animal on the run or dead at my feet. Every door open. Black swallowed the edges of the lumis, gray tendrils reaching down—

“Gods, no.” I poured magic into a cage, trying to straighten its bars—

The menagerie spun and vanished as the Lords’ Hall returned to me. Prince Adrinn gripped my wrist, having pulled it from his skin.

“Take care . . . of my brother,” he gargled, blood spilling past his lips.

His hand dropped, leaving a bloody print in its wake.

“No!” I cried, and dowsed again, but the magic wouldn’t take. I couldn’t enter his lumis.

Dead. Gone. Irredeemable.

Tears filled my vision as I forced my shaking body to leave the heir’s side and crouch near the next closest victim, a soldier. I moved by rote, my mind and body turning numb and cold. I dowsed into him, renewed his life. Shoved a sword into his hand and barked at him to go, and he did. The next body, dead. Next, dead. Next . . . I’d expended too much energy to fully heal him, but I redrew the fine lines of his sketch-like lumis until his heart grew steady and his gouges sealed.

Four. I was able to save four in a room of three dozen. Only four, and they left me lightheaded and weary.

I couldn’t do this much longer.

“Go, Nym!” Ursa pleaded.

I looked once more at Prince Adrinn. His face had gone white, lips blue.

Nearing footsteps woke terror. I launched into the hallway, the same way I had entered, and sprinted down the halls over new and old corpses. Approached the hidden door—Lonnie was gone. Where had she—

I hadn’t even heard a pursuer. He grabbed my hair and launched me back into his chest, a dagger at my throat. Silver glinted in the corner of my eye. I seized his hand, trying to pull the blade away from my skin.

“—pretty thing like you, lost?” he was saying, his vowels over-rounded in the Sestan dialect.

He said something else, but I didn’t hear it. He wore no gloves. My fingers touched his skin.

When I dowsed into his lumis, I did something I’d never done before.

I went straight for his death lines.

The shadowy threads marked numbers in long, bronze equations slowly churning around one another. I followed the first to a three and grasped it with both hands. The metallic number wouldn’t budge. I called magic into my hands, but still it resisted me. Screaming, I tugged on the magic with everything Ursa and I had, shoving it through my ethereal form and into that number until it snapped from its line, booming as thunder.

Reality dropped on me as the dragon fell, his dagger making a hair-fine line across my neck. I whirled around as he hit the stone floor, his dead eyes so much like Prince Adrinn’s.

So simple, so easy.

Why . . . why had it been so easy to kill him?

The hallway spun—from the overuse of magic or from the realization that I, a healer, had murdered a man, I wasn’t sure. But I could not stop, not here. Dazedly I stumbled to the hidden door. It took me three tries to open it. Three tries, and it creaked on hidden hinges, letting in a gust of winter-cold air.

I still had my bag on my shoulder, spotted with blood from too many fallen to count, my own included.

I slipped behind the door. Used all the weight in my body to pull it closed. The way was entirely dark; I felt forward on quivering legs to the steep stairs. Sat, not trusting my balance. Dragged my backside down one at a time. I descended perhaps six steps before I had to stop and lean my spinning head into the stone wall.

So tired. Nausea turned my stomach. Death kissed my skin, and the scent of blood stuck in the back of my throat. A chill coursed over my abdomen from where a dragon’s blade had torn the bodice.

“Nym.” Ursa was very distant. She must have been tired, too. “Nym, keep moving.”

I would. I would, in just a moment.

I’m not sure if I dozed or not. The onset of true darkness warps thought and time alike. But I heard another shriek, more pounding boots, and forced my heavy body down the stairs, thump, thump, thumping along, unable to summon the strength to stand.

You’ve survived worse, Nym, my dizzy thoughts whispered. You can keep going.

I dragged myself down the stairwell, through the packed-earth corridor, and into that cave-like chamber before my strength gave out, sinking me into deeper, darker blackness.


Chapter 25

I woke with a start, my face, hands, and feet numb with cold.

“Ursa?” I croaked into the black.

She didn’t answer.

I swallowed, my throat dry. I pushed myself to my knees, trying to remember where I was. The blood on my dress had not completely dried yet. Shivering, I pulled my cloak tightly around me and resituated my bag on my shoulder. Felt around to orient myself.

Felt the cold skin of a corpse.

Biting down on a shriek, I flung myself backward, only to hit another fallen body. Tears rushed to my eyes as I stood, trying to orient myself—

Renn.

Oh gods, no.

Crouching, I clenched my jaw and felt for the second body. Touched an elbow, a shoulder—

Bars on the collar.

I exhaled so loudly it echoed. Sestan soldier. Not one of ours. Swallowing hard, I checked the other body, cringing when I touched a blood-soaked back, and found more uniform markings of a dragon.

Standing again, I shuffled my feet, keeping my hands out to find the walls of the room, seeking any more of the fallen. I had to know if Renn lay among them.

I discovered no others.

My hands touched iron bars.

Tunnel. The start of the tunnel.

I pulled myself to my feet and tugged on the bars. They didn’t give. Panicking, I changed my hold and yanked again. Nothing.

Calm down, I told myself, sucking in deep breaths of cold air. If you don’t calm down, you’re going to die here.

How long would it take for the Sestans to find the door?

Focusing on my breathing, I thought about locating a torch, but if one even remained, I had nothing with which to light it. Instead, I slowly, carefully, felt around the edges of the grate, searching for a lock or hinges. I made it around the left side, over the top, and down the right side with nothing. I was about to despair when, at the bottom center, I found a thumb latch. I depressed it and heaved. The iron was heavy, and I only managed to move it an inch, but progress was progress. I heaved again and stuck in my boot to keep the grate from closing, then heaved a third time and shoved in my bag to open it a little wider. Fourth time, I got my knee under it, the weight bruising the flesh. I steeled myself and, gritting my teeth, pulled with all my might until I could wedge my shoulder beneath, then duck my head under.

I leapt into the tunnel, and the grate slammed closed behind me. I cringed at the sound but pressed one hand to the wall and walked. The space was not large—I struck my head on its low ceiling—but the ground was relatively flat, so I dowsed while I walked, healing bruises and torn muscles, the cut on my neck and the start of frostbite on my toes. My toes struck one more dead body, and I again confirmed it a dragon. Walked and walked, nearly stumbling when the way tilted downward, and again when it ascended. After nearly an hour, I saw a glimmer of light up ahead and jogged toward it, too weary to run. I found a second grate near a stream, beneath an overhang of some sort. Tree roots grew from top to bottom, and heavy brush obscured it. A few branches had snapped. The latch was similar here. Had I come here earlier by myself, I wouldn’t have made it out. But since Renn had fled through here, the lock was open, lying on the ground.

This grate I could push instead of pull, so opening it proved a little easier. It slammed shut behind me. The brush scratched against my hands and cloak as I weaved between tree roots and stepped out onto a half-frozen brook. Looked up, my breath fogging in the morning air.

Rove stretched around me. I was still in the city.

And I had no idea where Renn had gone.


Chapter 26

The scent of smoke burned my nostrils. Smoke and blood and death. Plumes of black billowed skyward, one from the castle bailey to the north, a few more from the city. Fainter smoke lines choked the winter sky from older fires—houses and shops lit up during the night.

I pulled a homespun dress out of my bag and pulled it on over the one I already wore to hide the bloodstains. I couldn’t discard the cloak without freezing, but it didn’t stand out too starkly. Trekking away from the castle, I searched the streets desperately. They were filled with people—people sobbing, packing, rummaging through debris. Refugees in their own city. Among them I spied the blue-and-black uniforms of Sestan dragons. Fear clenched my stomach, but the soldiers did not seem interested in the people. At least, not with what they were doing. They seemed to be searching for something, or someone.

I had watched Prince Adrinn die. I had to assume the others had made it out through the tunnel. But where would they go once they were out?

I made it to the wall, finding no secret doors or gates. Followed it around and was soon met with a throng of people pushing past each other in attempts to leave, to escape the carnage. Children were loaded with packs while others pulled wagons or led goats and mules. The dragons did not seem interested in stopping them. And why should they? They had the city.

They’d sacked Rove in less than a day.

I broke away from the throng, finding a street corner to sit on as the realization dawned on me. Clenching my hands into fists, I silently pleaded, Protect him, Hem. Please keep him safe.

“Maybe he didn’t leave,” Ursa suggested. “He could still be in the city.”

I considered that. Under my breath, I responded, “I suppose the Noblewights might better lead their troops from within city walls than without.”

I thought of the dragons in the Lords’ Hall, screaming that Adrinn was the heir. Pouncing on him like a pack of wolves. He had been a target, a goal. I could only assume all of them were.

If King Nicosia wanted the royal family dead, he would have set men at the gates to watch for them. Slaughter them without mercy, as they’d done to Prince Adrinn.

These soldiers were still looking for the Noblewights.

The chill proved too sharp for loitering, so I picked myself up and wound through less dense streets, a little closer to where the tunnel had let out, and started searching. For what, I didn’t know. I doubted that in the rush Renn, Ard, or Sten had thought to leave a trail for me to follow. If I could follow it, so could the Sestans. It felt utterly hopeless, but I had to try. I had to try.

I crossed an intersection, noting more soldiers. One looked right at me, but I was not what he searched for, so he did not pursue me. Just another townsperson. Worthless. Good. I adopted that persona, lowering my head, hunching my shoulders. I am no one. I am lost. I am not worth your time.

Another cluster of dragons had me changing direction yet again. I dared not push my luck. I peered through windows. Searched the faces of the lingering, the weeping. A man outside a shop carefully picked up glass from a broken window. Haggard women whispered to one another. Someone was trying to put out lingering embers on a half-burned home.

I didn’t realize I’d been walking uphill until my lungs burned. I’d wandered past the market, closer to the castle wall. The thinning smoke stung my eyes. I wiped them with the back of my hand, then squinted toward the castle, wondering if dragons manned it or if it had been abandoned.

As I looked, I saw, and I stumbled backward, vomiting where I had stood.

Heads. Heads on spikes near a pyre, their eyes gouged, their mouths hanging open.

Look, I told myself. You have to know. Still, it took me a few seconds to gain my courage, to brace myself for the ghastly sight, and then I looked. Three heads on pikes, barely recognizable in death, but I knew them.

King Grejor, Queen Winvrin, and Prince Adrinn. Dead, decapitated, and left for the birds.

“Take care of my brother.” The eldest prince’s last words. Renn was right. He did have the ability to be a good man. Might have changed into one, had he been given the chance.

I bent over, ready to be sick again. Bile scalded my throat, but I swallowed it.

“Renn is not among them,” Ursa whispered.

But that did not mean he lived. I had dowsed into Renn last night, but magic could not simply sweep away the days of exhaustion he’d accumulated in my absence. If he were on the run, the fatigue would only multiply. Weaken him and make him more susceptible to breaking.

Yet still, I hoped. Princess Eden was not there, either, and so I hoped. I spent the rest of the day circling the castle, evading soldiers, searching more windows and faces. I saw no trace of Renn nor his sister. My only balm was knowing that if I could not find them, perhaps the dragons had not, either.

As I searched for a place to lay my head for the night, I passed a brothel and noticed lamplight between the shutters in its basement; someone still occupied it. I came around to the front door and knocked, but no one answered, so I went to the back and knocked once, twice, three times until a beautiful middle-aged woman wrenched open the door.

She scowled at me. “What do you want?”

“Information,” I said. “And a place to sleep.”

She looked me over. “We’ve no employment for you. Obviously.”

“I saw your light on.” I chose a different tactic. “I’m a healer. Do you have any injured?”

“We already have a doctor.” She started to shut the door.

I stuck my boot in, stopping it. “I’m a craftlock healer.”

She hesitated, looked me over once more, then opened the door. “Come, quickly.”

The entire main floor of the establishment was purposefully dark, not a lamp nor candle in sight. The woman led me down a flight of stairs to a room that smelled of cigars and incense, where only a few candles illuminated the space. Pallets had been set up all in a row, some occupied by people talking and playing cards, others taken by the injured. Men, but mostly women, with piles of bloodied bandages on the floor.

I went to the worst of them, someone covered in burns, and dowsed into them, proving myself in minutes as the skin softened and stitched itself together, regrowing lost layers, infection receding. I moved to the next and the next, weakly accepting expressions of gratitude in my wake, until exhaustion weighed on my limbs. I was bone-tired and so very lost. I had one sole target, but I was aimless, an archer blindfolded in a field, trying to hit a bullseye.

What if the last time I’d ever hear Renn’s voice was him screaming my name as I abandoned him?

I returned to the woman who had let me in.

“Kari.” She held out her hand for me to shake. “This is—was—my establishment.”

“Nym,” I offered. “You’re close to the castle. Why haven’t you left?”

“And go where?” She snorted and gestured to the room. “We are already outcasts on our last legs. Where would we go? If the Sestans move in, they’ll want women, and we’ll be here. If they don’t, we’ll rebuild and find new trade.”

I nodded woodenly. “The Noblewights. Their heads . . .” I hesitated, my mind suddenly trying to match up the glaring image of severed skulls with the faces of these people I had known. People I had spoken to, argued with, healed. I sniffed, cleared my throat. Dug my nails into my palms until the skin threatened to break beneath them. “They’re on pikes near the pyre.”

She folded her arms. “The king and queen and their heir, aye. I watched the men mount them.” She shivered. “They came in on birds. Big ugly things, but not big enough to carry grown men.”

I swallowed, nodded. “Soulbinders.” Magic of the body fell under the jurisdiction of healers. Souls were a different medium entirely. A medium I didn’t understand.

She spat on the floor.

I grimaced. Prince Adrinn’s bloody handprint still marked my sleeve. “But the younger two, Prince Renn and Princess Eden—”

“They took Eden,” Kari explained, tilting her head toward one of the women playing cards. At her words, all my senses zeroed in on her, as though she were one of the gods come to visit mankind. “Shila saw it. Back to Sesta, my guess. A bride for Nicosia, maybe. Would give him claim to the throne. Or a new whore.” Her nails dug into her arms.

I released my fists. Grabbed the foot of a bed to keep myself upright as a dizzying, dreamlike stupor threatened to overcome me. “And the prince? Renn?”

Kari shook her head, and my heart cracked. I heard it like it was a visceral thing, like a walnut beneath a boot. “I don’t know. Haven’t seen, haven’t heard. Bad as he was . . . I assume he died in the castle.”

“Bad as he was?” I repeated.

She scrunched her nose. “Do you live in a hole, Nym? He’s been stricken since childhood.”

I shook my head. I guess rumor spread quickly in the castle and far slower outside of it, especially among commonfolk who had no opportunity to behold him. “No, he’s . . . he’s better. He’s been walking for months now. He’s been in the city.”

This was news to her, by the way her eyebrows crawled up her forehead. “Really? Huh. I wouldn’t know him if I saw him.”

I drew in a deep, incense-laced breath—it brought me back to Prince Adrinn’s bedroom the night he’d propositioned me, and while I had no love for the elder prince, the thought brought sorrow, knowing his end. “He’s about five feet ten inches tall. Bright golden hair, vivid blue eyes. Pale. Twenty-one years old. If you do see him . . . if I come back here and ask, you’ll let me know, won’t you?”

The brothel mistress studied me anew, foot to head, and raised an eyebrow.

“I-I was a servant,” I explained.

The explanation seemed enough for her. “Aye, I’ll keep an eye out. You can stay, if you want. We could use a healer, whichever direction this war takes us. They use them in Sesta, you know. Their numbers . . . I’ve heard they’re not as good as ours, but they have crafters of all kinds. Healers just heal the casualties, recycling their soldiers over and over again. Maybe we’ll start doing that, too, huh?”

They seemed to have the wrong emblem, the Sestans. If their soldiers came back to life that quickly, they ought to bear the symbol of the phoenix, not the dragon. And we, the Canserens, would be the dragons—creatures of fancy hunted and slaughtered until we existed in fairy tales and nowhere else.

I kept the dismal thought to myself. “If I could stay the night, I would be grateful.”

Kari nodded. “I can’t pay you, so consider it fair trade. You can take my bed.”

I lay down on a thick mattress near the wall and wrapped my cloak around me. Fatigue from wandering the city and using magic wreathed me and dragged me down to sleep. I did not remember my dreams when morning woke me, only that, when I closed my eyes, I saw the vaguest imprint of Renn’s head on a spike, facing the rising sun.
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I searched the city all the next day, starting in the east and combing the streets, evading soldiers, stopping to ask lingering citizens what they had seen. I healed a few as I went, traded merits for pointless information, and returned to Kari’s brothel to lay my head down for the night. I started again the next day and was cutting my way to the north end of the city, whispering to Ursa how I might find him, or news of him, or his body, when two Sestan guards stopped me.

“You,” the taller one asked, his accent thick, the silver markings on his collar denoting a lower rank. “What is your purpose here?”

I clung to the first possibility that came to mind. “I’m looking for my daughter.” It proved surprisingly easy to summon tears; I was miserable and weary, and mention of my daughter only made me think of the babe I had lost four years prior. A child I had never named, for I could not bear to. “Have you seen her?” I described myself: “Brown hair, curls, gray eyes . . . she’s only four . . .”

“Go to the tent city,” the shorter one ordered, two silver marks at his neck denoting him the first’s equal. “These streets are for Sestan business. Go.”

Tent city. Refugees outside the walls?

I turned and left, then curved around and went on my way, searching for a head of golden hair, or for someone, anyone, who might have seen him.
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The sun had started to set when I leapt into a burned house, only its shell remaining, as I heard the shouting of Sestans farther up the road. I cringed at their hard words, their curses. Caught a few phrases: “Good for nothing!” and “Rot like the cur you are!” and “Where in the gods’ names is the mindreader?” The definitive sound of flesh on flesh, and a whip. Fear rooted me to the ashy wall, wondering what would happen to me if those dragons saw me, or if the earlier ones learned I had not left the city.

The men retreated, but I stayed put, holding my breath until I couldn’t anymore. Even Ursa stayed silent. Winter air rushed into my lungs and made me cough; I slapped a hand over my mouth and listened, but I heard no voices, no footsteps.

I needed to get back to Kari’s, though I did not think I’d make it before nightfall.

I peered out onto the street, the way dark without a lamplighter manning the lights. A stray dog sniffed about to the south, away from where the men had been. Fearing it would bark and give me away as I approached, or even attack me, I crept in the direction the soldiers had come from, meaning to take the first detour I found. Cringed when I intersected their cruelty. Their pale victim lay on the ground, supine, bleeding from numerous lacerations—

Oh my gods.

“Ard.” I shuddered and dropped to his side. “Oh, Ard, what have they done to you?”

He was missing an arm, the stump messily cauterized. He wore only ripped drawers and a single sock, his torn and mutilated skin exposed to the cold. The fingers of his other hand were broken. Blood soaked his undergarments over his groin.

I dowsed into him. Black bathed his lumis. The pinwheeling knots were thrashed, like a drunken man had taken an axe to them. I reached for fraying ropes and smoothed them, grasped two pieces and sewed them together—

Heard him groan my name.

I fell out of the lumis, back into the descending night. Ard was desperately trying to reach for me, his fingers attached to his hand at wrong angles.

“Speth,” he gurgled. “He . . . Speth.”

The light vanished from his eyes. His hand dropped.

Too late, just like with Prince Adrinn. Too late, again. The horror of him blurred as tears pooled in my eyes.

I might have saved him. If I’d worked swiftly enough, perhaps I could have pushed back the cloud of death and returned him to health. I could not regrow his arm—those pieces would be missing from his lumis. But I could have saved him.

Somehow in their escape, the dragons had captured Ard. Perhaps they had known about the tunnel or had been awaiting him at a gate. I could picture it now—Ard readying his sword while Sten dragged Renn back into the shadows, fleeing deeper into the city . . .

The mutilation Ard had endured was surely tied to the missing prince, and by the anger in the soldiers’ voices, I knew he’d told them nothing. He’d saved it for his dying breath. For me.

I searched for the right gods to praise. Thank you, Hem, for watching over Renn. Thank you, Zia, that there was no mindreader here. Bless this man for eternity, for he is loyal beyond measure.

Two tears hit the guard’s bare skin. The only tribute I could give him, for I dared not linger here in the streets.

Speth. I’d heard of it only in passing, and only because it was Sten’s hometown, somewhere north of Rove.

If Ard had perished to whisper me that place, then Speth was where I’d go.


Chapter 27

I made it to Kari’s late, hugging the shadows of the city for fear of those who still lurked in it after dark. I got basic directions to Speth and left at first light, hope quickening my pace. A tent city had indeed been erected near the walls of Rove—refugees who had nowhere else to go, whose homes had burned down, who thought maybe the Sestans would leave, or who waited to be ruled by them . . . I wasn’t sure. I didn’t linger long enough to ask. My only goal was Speth. Surely Ard meant to tell me Renn was in Speth. If he hadn’t . . . I might never see him again.

I prayed to Hem, Salm, Rolys, Evat, Alm, and Zia all separately that he lived, and then prayed to them again.

Fortunately, I found a small carving on the bottom of a sign, planted where the main road forked, that read Speth 30 mi. If I kept a good pace, I could make it by the afternoon of the following day.

That night, it snowed.

There were no lights that indicated a town, village, or home nearby, so I huddled in a small copse of naked aspens, wrapping my cloak tightly around me, pulling on an extra pair of socks from my bag. I then emptied the bag and shoved my legs into it, then curled into a ball atop some gathered sticks, trying to minimize my connection with the frozen ground. I did not sleep, but dozed in small spurts. My nose, fingers, and toes went numb several times, and each time I reached into myself and dowsed, pushing away frostbite. Craftlock would not make me warm, but it would let me keep my limbs intact.

I survived the night. I’d convinced Kari to feed me before departing, but she’d had only a little food to spare. I made myself eat the last of a stale half-loaf of bread, picking off the mold before chewing. I walked briskly, not only out of desperation to reach Speth, but to force blood into my legs to warm my feet. I dowsed as I walked—frostbite, blisters, stitches in my side. I had never used my abilities in such a manner, but I was grateful for them. Ursa kept me sane as I went, distracting me with stories of our childhood, such as our attempt at punishment-switching when we were ten. It had worked only once. Ursa had done my chores and, later in the week, when she’d used my mother’s paints on the kitchen table, I’d changed into her clothes and taken the beating.

My parents had caught on after that.

I reached Speth in the late afternoon, which in January meant the sun had already started its descent. Speth was a small town, about the size of Fount, but it would take me more than a couple of hours to search it, as unfamiliar as I was. I couldn’t exactly let myself in to others’ homes. I was so tired and so cold. The task felt monumental. Where would I start?

“Use your gift,” Ursa suggested. “Let rumors spread that a healer is in town.”

I exhaled and steeled myself.

I set off toward the first house and knocked. “I’m a craftlock healer,” I announced through the closed door. “Any sick or injured, I can cure. I ask only for a morsel of bread, or a bowl of soup. Whatever you can spare.”

No one answered, so I skipped a few houses and knocked on the next. A haggard woman did answer here, and I gave her the same spiel. She invited me in and had me cure her gout. She was so relieved she sent me on my way with half a pie—more than enough food for dinner and breakfast.

So I shortened the pitch. “I’m a craftlock healer. Do you have anyone in need?”

No one spit in my face or told me I worked with demons, nor against the gods. A man walked me to his neighbors’, where an ailing father had come down with putrid throat. I dowsed into him, healed him, and told his children, “Tell your friends, in case they need my help.”

I passed through the town square, though the winter and falling night had closed its shops. I found a bundled-up peddler with a cart of apples and offered my services. I drew the oncoming frostbite from her toes, and she gave me an apple. Cloud-choked twilight settled, but I could reach a few more homes, and this time ask for a bed in exchange.

“Nym?”

I turned at the sound of my name, but saw no one in the descending twilight. “Who’s there?”

From around an outhouse poked a man’s head. I stepped toward him, squinting, then bit my lips to muffle a cry of relief.

Sten. Oh gods, it was Sten.

I raced over, the cold forgotten. “Do you have him?” I grabbed a fistful of his coat. “Sten, please, tell me you have him.”

He lifted a finger to his mouth, urging me to be quiet. “We’ll wait until it’s dark.”

Surely the need to remain clandestine was my answer, but I had to know. I was dizzy with not knowing. “But he lives?”

The joint of Sten’s jaw bulged. “He lives.”

I fell to my knees in the snow. “Merciful Hem, thank you.”

Sten gripped me under my arm and hauled me up. “Don’t draw attention to yourself.”

So I leaned against the outhouse, uncaring for the smell, and chanted inside my head, Thank you, merciful gods. Thank you for hearing me. Thank you, endlessly, thank you.

Patience, I reminded myself. Just a little longer and you’ll see him, heal him, save him. Just a little longer.

Night fell quickly, dropping the temperature until it bit at any exposed skin. Nerves pushed me forward, begging me to run, but I tempered myself to Sten’s pace. I tried to step lightly, but snow underfoot crunched. I could barely see my way, so I focused on the broad shadow of Sten’s shoulders until he brought me to a little house at the edge of town, the soft glow of a fire emanating from its windows.

We entered, the warm air painful. I kicked snow off my boots.

“Sten?” An old woman with cropped white hair sat in a rocking chair near the little hearth, not quite facing the door. “Sten, is that you?”

“No news today, Mother.”

“Oh. Is someone with you?”

I realized then she was blind. I could heal her—would heal her—after Renn. But I had to see Renn. Had to know with my own eyes, my own hands.

“No, only me.” Sten reached past me and shut the door. Quietly, I unlaced my boots and slipped them off. I carried them as I followed Sten around the corner to the stairs to a cellar. As we descended the steps, the light ahead dim, I realized it was not a cellar but a basement, an extension of the house dug into the earth. A narrow hearth, built right below the first, added a little warmth to the space. It boasted only one deeply-set well window, its recess stuffed with a blanket to prevent spying, and on a cot near the fire lay a man with golden hair.

“Renn.” His name was a breath. Dropping my boots, I sprinted across the room to him, grasping his hand, his skin overly warm against mine.

He did not wake. I mentally counted back to our last healing. Had it been five days already? And he couldn’t have been fully recovered when he fled . . .

His cheeks and eyes looked sunken, his color pale. There was a rattle with each inhale, and the skin on his face was likewise too warm, suggesting a fever. His right thigh was bandaged over his pant leg—he must have been injured in his escape. He wore the shirt of a peasant and the slacks of a prince.

“Why is he so sick?” I said aloud. “Was this common, before? Unconsciousness from it?”

“On occasion,” Sten answered.

“Perhaps,” Ursa offered, “the higher he reaches, the harder he falls.”

I bit my lip. His lows lower because his highs were higher. What a cruel fate.

“Can you heal him?” Sten asked.

I didn’t even look at the guard, only came around to Renn’s head. “Of course I can heal him.” I trembled with the need to.

“Good. I’ll be upstairs. If you hear the sound of a common loon, run. Take him with you, however you are able. His life trumps yours.”

“Of course.” I pressed my hands to either side of his face, falling into his lumis.

Death did not encroach here, not yet. I picked up baubles and glass with hardly a second thought, so familiar were they to me. I immediately found the injury to Renn’s thigh—new breaks in already cracked orbs. When I pushed magic into them, they healed completely, unlike those indicating his underlying disease. I took off old string and replaced it with new, connected and hung baubles like garlands, soothed away spiderweb fractures and—

The lumis spun and spat me out back into the basement. I teetered as a pulse of vertigo swept over me at the disorientation of it. I’d lost my connection.

Renn had broken it. He held both of my hands in his, looking up at me through strands of golden hair. “Nym?” He twisted and sat up, never releasing me. “Nym . . . you’re here.”

The image of him blurred with unshed tears. “I’m here. And you were truly terrible to locate.”

He stared at me in wonder, like he did not yet believe it. Released my hands and touched the side of my face. “Hem’s mercy, you’re alive.” Fire swept through his features. “I cannot believe you did that. Of all the asinine things—”

A single tear spilled over my eyelashes. “Renn . . . y-your family—”

His expression crumpled. “I . . . I know. Word traveled. Sten . . . he told me.”

I swallowed against a sore throat. “I tried to heal your brother. I tried, but I was too late.” My voice choked off into a whisper. A tear escaped and fell onto his hand.

He searched my eyes. “You were there?” Emotion made his tone uneven. “With Adrinn?”

I nodded. “He asked me to take care of you. You were in his thoughts as he passed. The damage was too much . . . I wasn’t fast enough—”

“It’s not your fault, Nym,” he whispered, even as his own tears glimmered. “None of this is your fault.” His other hand clasped the edge of the cot like he might snap its frame beneath his fingers. He drew in a long, shaky breath. “I’m . . . I’m so relieved you’re here. I thought . . . I worried you had died, too. That I lost everything.”

I laid my hand over his—the one that cradled my cheek. “Someone in the city told me Princess Eden was taken captive. She’s alive, too.” For now, but I didn’t want to put qualifiers on it. I didn’t want to cause him more pain.

Exhaling, he leaned his forehead against mine. Said nothing. It hurt too much to speculate what might become of her. What might become of Cansere, and us.

We stayed there like that, sharing the pained silence. I rolled my lips together, wishing I could take this hurt from him the way I could ease his physical pains. I unclasped my cloak and let it pool at my feet. “I haven’t finished,” I finally offered. “I can finish—”

“They had to have come from the sea. Forced their boats through the stormy waters. All our eyes looked north, not south.” He pulled back. Both hands gripped the cot now. “Armies always strike at dawn, for the light. But the Sestans didn’t. No one thought they’d come in the middle of winter. Nicosia let us think we had time. We weren’t ready.”

“I know.”

“We fought them through the tunnel.” He stared downward, toward my cloak. “We fought them the entire gods-damned time. If I had more training . . . we would have been quicker. But we weren’t quick enough. We had to fight our way through it. That’s how I—”

He touched his thigh softly, then pressed his thumb into it. A soft, sad chuckle came up his throat. “I guess you took care of that, didn’t you?”

I blinked away tears. “I did.”

“I should have kept it,” he whispered. “To remember.” But he shook himself. “Ard pushed them back so we could get a head start. He hasn’t—”

“Renn.” I clasped his hands so tightly my knuckles threatened to split the skin over them. “Renn, Ard is dead.”

He jolted like I’d pressed a needle to the small of his back.

“I found him. I didn’t have time to . . .” I sucked in a deep breath, smoothing emotion from my voice as much as I could. “I think they . . . interrogated him. Not mindreaders, but other soldiers. I don’t think he told them, but he told me. With his last breath he told me where you were.”

“Oh, Ard,” Renn whispered, and a tear fell from the corner of his eye.

I wiped it away with my thumb. “I’m so sorry, Renn. He . . . he was so loyal to you. His is a special place with the gods.”

“He did his duty ’til his last.” He laughed even as two more tears fell. “I had suspected . . . Sten said we should expect the worst.” He pulled in a shaky breath. “Sten . . . does he know?”

I leaned into the edge of the cot. “I haven’t had the chance to tell him. He brought me straight to you.”

Renn’s shoulders slackened. “I see.”

I told him about the refugees, the tent city, the stragglers within Rove, the pyre. How I found Kari and eventually Ard, then him.

“One blessing your mother’s sequestration gave me, I suppose,” I offered, voice creaking. “No one recognized me. I don’t think anyone would think to follow me here, and Sten ensured I arrived after dark.”

“After dark,” he repeated, searching for the window, seeing only the blanket there. “What day is it?”

It took me a moment to recall, myself. “The fourteenth of January.”

He wiped a hand down his face. “I haven’t been well. So much of the journey here is a blur. But I’m glad . . . I am so relieved to see you.” He reached out and touched my hair. “I was so afraid I’d never see you again. Even when you left for Fount, I feared you wouldn’t come back. I sent you in the middle of Rolys’s god-damned winter.”

A soft chuckle cracked up my throat.

He searched my face. “Your family?”

“They’re fine, Renn. They’re fine.” I clasped both my hands over his. “But yours . . . Oh, Renn.”

His eyes shimmered, and a sad smile turned his lips. “I guess we’re the same, now.”

I hadn’t thought of it that way. Both parents and a sibling, dead in one foul stroke. “I wish we weren’t. I wish you didn’t have to suffer this.”

“It feels . . . old, now,” he confessed. “I suppose it’s only been, what, five days? And yet it feels like five years. Ten, even. We fell so effortlessly . . . it’s haunted my every step, my every breath, my every nightmare.” He shuddered. “But Eden . . . They must treat her well. She is too . . . too good not to be treated well. Even the cold heart of Adoel Nicosia will see that.”

I nodded, only because I wanted him to believe it, and I wanted to believe it, too.

He chuckled, new tears coming to his eyes. “Am I terrible, to be happy right now? To see you alive and well and here?”

My own eyes burned. “Ursa told me, after our parents died . . . after she died . . . that it isn’t a sin to be glad. It isn’t wrong to take medicine when sick, and it isn’t wrong to find joy in mourning. I am so, so remarkably glad I found you.” I blinked a few times to keep my eyes dry. “I had worried you were lost to me forever.”

There was no voice behind the words, only airy whispers.

He tugged gently on my hand, encouraging me to sit beside him on the cot. My toes just barely brushed the stone floor when I did.

He sighed. “Everything is different now. Every morning I’ll have to remind myself of that. Everything is different. This isn’t something that will pass. This is our new course.” He ran his thumb over my knuckles. “And every time I’ve remembered they’re dead—” His voice hitched, and he took a moment to control it. “Every time I thought, maybe you’ll win her, now. Maybe, on this new path, she’ll see the man and not the crown.”

He might as well have punched a hole through my chest. “Renn . . . no.”

A sad smile pinched his mouth. “So you always say.”

I shook my head. “Don’t you see? You are still a Noblewight. This isn’t over yet. Sesta may parade itself through our borders, but this is your land, your people.”

He looked so tired. “I know.”

I searched his eyes, back and forth, back and forth. “You’re no longer a prince, Renn. Eden is gone, and unmarried besides.” Unmarried women couldn’t claim the throne in Cansere. “You’re a king. The king of Cansere.”

His expression softened. “I know.”

“Do you?” I protested. “Do you realize what that means, what lies ahead of you, what the future might—”

His gaze had grown so sad, so desperate, I could not finish my own sentence. My tongue grew thick and knotted in my mouth. I felt his sorrow stir within me, like my heart was a mirror to his.

“Nym,” he whispered. Pleaded. He lifted one hand and, so delicately I barely felt it, brushed a curl from my cheek. “I know I’ve asked so much of you. Taken so much. But please . . . give me one day. One hour. One minute to be someone else before the kingdom dictates my future.”

His words, his voice, his touch made my very soul crack. My walls fell just as Rove Castle’s had, though in truth, he’d ruined their foundations some time ago.

My defenses gone, I surrendered mind, body, and soul.

I leaned toward him, and the room faded away.

The merest brushing of lips burned like a full summer sun. His breath caught, but his mouth fluttered over mine, warm and soft, sending a shock through my jaw and neck sharp as a brand. His scent of pinewood and honeysuckle danced through my senses, erasing the total of who I was. I crystallized beneath his touch, beneath the soft press of him as he carefully, prudently, layered his lips over mine in a kiss so meek and perfect a bard would weep to sing of it.

We lingered there only a moment before I pulled away. Our noses hovered a handbreadth apart. Every inch of me seemed to tremble, straddling the delicate, narrow space between reality and dream. Sorrow and want softened his features. I felt it spiral through the air between us like an oncoming storm.

“I would shift the seas for you,” he whispered, tracing the shell of my ear. “I would let the gods shatter me every noon and midnight. I would worship you until my last breath.”

Tears brimmed my vision. “You owe me no promises.”

He shook his head. “I would give you every oath, Nym.”

My heart shattered into a thousand glass pieces, cracking and breaking the crystalline hold he had on me, making me human again. Fallible, capricious, impulsive.

I didn’t want to just survive anymore.

I closed the distance between us and pressed my mouth to his again, grasping at his shirt, his shoulders, to pull him closer. I startled him for only a beat before he met my fervor with his own, leaning into me, coiling an arm around my waist. I tilted my head to take more of him, to taste his sweet and his sorrow. I poured into him my aches, my brokenness, my hope. Coaxed his lips apart, and the heat of him zapped through me, a loop of lightning from crown to soles and back again. I breathed him in, claiming him, our closeness fueling the fervor but still not enough, not enough. I released his shoulders and dug my fingers into his beautiful hair, thick and soft as silk, guiding him where I wanted him, tracing his mouth with my tongue, coaxing him to me until his own plunged with mine, dancing and dueling and desperate. We battled with our want, bruising and tender, wild and gentle. He was the widest sky and the deepest sea, and I wanted nothing more than to lose myself in him—

He wrenched away suddenly, turning bodily from me as a cough rang up his windpipe. He covered his mouth with his elbow, but blood still hit the floor, drip, drip, drip. He caught his breath just enough to curse before he coughed again, leaving me fumbling for a handkerchief. I found a towel on a nearby crate and handed that to him instead, though by then his lungs had settled. He breathed hard, a slight rasp as his chest moved.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, and touched his ear, dowsing and soothing all the cracks and breaks I’d missed, cajoling them into place, carefully tying each one. I slipped back into the present. “I’m sorry.”

“Gods, Nym.” He wiped his mouth roughly. “Don’t be. I should be the one apologizing.” He cursed again, and the coarseness of his disappointment flattered me. He’d been in Sten’s care a few days, so there was already a pitcher and a washbasin down here, along with a few other necessities. I poured him a glass of water. He accepted it with silent thanks and took a mouthful, sloshing it around before spitting it into the fire. The flames hissed and crackled in protest. He drank the rest.

I sat by him again, smoothing back his hair. Our intimacy and his closeness warmed me, but on its edges formed beads of frost—worry for the uncarved path ahead of us, for everything we’d known had turned upside down. And, however I hated to admit it, in remembrance of Ford and how he, particularly, had hurt me. It would be only a matter of time before the turmoil of Rove reached the rest of the country. Reached Fount. He would need to gather the lords and their armies, find a new place to headquarter until he could take the capital back—

His hand settled on my thigh, and I thought, yes, all of that and so much more would need to happen. But it didn’t have to happen tonight. Tonight, I could just be with him, be beside him, because Renn Reshua Noblewight had already claimed my heart—what was left to protect but an empty box with broken chains where it once lay? Let me have him now, I pleaded to the heavens, and I’ll pay the price tomorrow. Just let me have him now.

“Does Sten have a room for you?” he asked.

I leaned into him. “I don’t know. I came straight down here.”

A heartbeat, then another. “You could stay here, with me.”

Heat built in my core. Frost chilled those edges.

“Just to sleep,” he promised, drawing circles on my knee. “I would never ask more.”

I licked the inside of my lips, still tasting him there. “Never?”

Soft laughter vibrated in his chest. It felt so strange, seeing him in common clothing. Like the gods had gifted me a little sliver of that bonfire daydream, where he was only a farmer’s son. Where he was possible.

I stepped away to change—to shuck off the blood-spattered dress I wore beneath my homespun. The very same dress, I realized, that I’d worn my first day in Rove. The day I met Renn. I left the other soaking in a bucket with the hope that I could somehow salvage it.

The cot was just wide enough for the two of us, and I lay down beside him, curled against his side with the small fire at my back, my brow tucked against his jaw. I rested my open hand on his chest, finding comfort in the rise and fall of it. He set his hand atop mine, holding it there.

Turning his head, he pressed a kiss to my hair. “I love you, Nym.”

It was the third time he’d told me. This time, I believed it.

Shifting, I pressed myself flush to his side, touching my lips to his shoulder in a promise I dared not speak aloud.
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There was something about the newness of everything that made it hard to sleep—the new bed, the new walls, the new body beside me. The knowledge that this wasn’t our forever, not yet, and that so many unknowns lurked on the horizon. So though I lay comfortably beside the man of my heart, I caught sleep only in snippets, a little here, a little there. I heard Sten’s weight on the stairs at one point; he came halfway down, paused, then climbed back up. I dreamed of Fount, awoke. Dreamed of my old room in Rove Castle, awoke. Took in the shapes of Renn’s profile, memorized his breathing, listened to his heartbeats.

His hand still on mine, I dowsed into him, standing amidst the broken colors of his lumis, wondering if there was a better way to hold him together, to make those horizons a little easier for him, and for us. I walked around the structures I had made, studying them closely. Changed directions and circled around the piles of rubble I still hadn’t made sense of, even after seven months. I picked up a lost piece of him, a navy blue fragment of glass the length of my thumb, edged with violet, and held it in my hand. Circled the lumis once, twice, three times, never quite sure where it might fit. Despite all my efforts, all the webbing and links, it still looked so disorganized, like the delicate ornaments were in the process of falling apart, not coming together.

It reminded me of bees.

I thought back to the hive—not the one that had died, but the one still holding on to life, trying desperately to function without a queen, while the attendants continued to probe at their dead ruler, as though enough effort might bring her back to life.

Much like how I probed this lumis. Again and again, day after day, taping and tying things together without ever truly fixing them.

I pulled my hand away, snapping back into reality. Sat up on the cot, half my thoughts still within Renn. Was that it, then? But how could I . . . yes, maybe that would work. Maybe it would be enough—

He shifted, hand coming around my arm. “Am I keeping you awake?” he murmured.

I turned to him. “Renn. I think . . . I think I know how to help you.”

Sleep lifted from his eyes. He watched me, the blue of his irises intense. Slowly, he sat up. “What?”

“That is . . . I don’t think I can cure you, but maybe I can remake you. Into whatever it is you’re supposed to be.” I searched his face, not wanting to overstep. “You’re different, Renn. Your lumis is different from every other lumis I’ve seen. More broken, and yet more beautiful, like you were meant to be something more. Something I can’t comprehend. All my fixes are temporary . . . they don’t hold. It’s why you keep relapsing. But I have an idea. I think . . . I think you need a new queen.”

His lip quirked up. “Are you proposing to me?”

A dry laugh escaped me. “I mean like bees. Like a hive.”

“You told me I was more like a chandelier.”

I shook my head. “It’s . . . it’s hard to explain. I think I know how to do it. But . . .”

He tucked an errant curl behind my ear. “But what?”

I let out a long breath. “But it might . . . hurt.”

His mask fell in place so I might not peer beyond it.

“I don’t think it will kill you,” I went on. “The way you were when we first met . . . your lumis was in pieces. Only pieces, and yet still you lived. Even then, there was something different about you. Anyone else . . . You shouldn’t have lived, Renn. Whatever hurt you . . . you shouldn’t have lived, and yet you did. What I want to do, I don’t think it will kill you. I’ll know. The death lines will tell me, and I’ll stop before anything like that happens. But it will take me a while, and it might hurt.”

He considered this. Peered into the dying fire, then at me. My breath caught as he leaned forward, the need for sleep evaporating as his lips touched mine, soft and meek and tenuous. His touch sent shivers down my throat and built heat in my chest. Too soon he pulled back, looking at me like some long-lost treasure. “I trust you, Nym,” he whispered. “It would not be suffering if done by your hands. But we should tell Sten.”

I searched his face, and when I saw no hesitance there, I nodded, then slipped away to rouse the loyal guard, careful not to alert his slumbering mother. Unsure, he came down to the basement to speak to Renn himself.

“If she can do it,” Renn explained, “she should do it now. There’s so much more ahead of us. I can’t”—his voice caught—“I can’t be a weak king.”

Sten accepted this in his usual stoic way, but before heading upstairs to guard the door, he said, “Try not to scream.”

“Oh gods,” I whispered.

Renn fished through his few belongings to find a clean handkerchief, which he knotted into a gag. “Just in case.”

I shivered. “That’s not funny.”

“I wasn’t trying to be.” He lay back down on the cot. “Come. Might as well be comfortable.”

“If anyone can”—Ursa made herself known—“it’s you, Nym.”

I climbed onto the cot beside him. Renn turned to face me, looping one of his legs with mine. I settled in, strengthened by his closeness. Touched him under his jaw with both hands, as though I might pull him down to kiss me again.

Instead, I let my gaze unfocus and stepped into his lumis.

And tore down the whole of it.


Chapter 28

No two lumie are alike. Even Ursa and I, identical twins, had very different lumie. Mine was a crenellated puzzle, like the top of a castle tower. Hers had been a deep pond blooming with water lilies.

And yet that innate sameness between us allowed her to push into my lumis in the seconds after my death. Allowed her to take from herself and give to me, to re-form what I had lost so that one of us might live.

That was the key; I couldn’t re-create with magic what my lumis already had. I could only create what it lacked—what it needed.

Yet I did not know what Renn lacked because I had never seen his lumis whole. I didn’t yet know its shape. He had to rebuild his hive from scratch.

He needed a new queen.

That was the first step to saving Renn. To give him a new queen, I needed to replicate that sameness Ursa and I had shared. But Renn and I weren’t twins. We weren’t related. We weren’t even the same age or gender. And so I had to convince his lumis that we were the same. Convince it to truly let me in.

All the experimenting I’d done, creating orbs with magic . . . it wouldn’t work on him. Not when I didn’t know what his lumis was supposed to be. I had no template to work from.

But it would work on me. I knew all my own pieces by heart.

I could rebuild myself.

I didn’t know if I would succeed, but if I couldn’t heal this man, no one could, and I would not live in a world where Renn Reshua Noblewight needlessly suffered.

So I tore him down, little by little, and pulled magic into me, remaking him as a gaffer might remake a broken vase by casting it back into the fire. Only this time, instead of just dust, I melted down whole baubles, globes and orbs I’d spent hours, even days, toiling over. They melted in my hands, and I re-formed them, stretching and shaping them into pieces that fit together into crenellations of mixing and warped colors, occasionally stepping back to reshape and remold, for Renn’s lumis did not understand my plan for it and wished only to return to its broken ways.

I knew it hurt him. I felt him distantly, as though in a dream, clutching at my shoulders, growling into the gag he’d fashioned for himself. It hurt him, and it exhausted me. I didn’t even remember falling asleep the first time, only waking again beside Renn, his hair plastered to his face with sweat, his breathing heavy. With the blanket against the window and the fire cold, I didn’t know the time.

I reached for him, dowsed, and continued.

I built up one merlon, then another, measuring their height and width to match mine exactly. I forced myself to work at a measured pace so as not to burn out my own strength too quickly. The more rest I needed, the longer Renn would suffer. So I built and shaped him from memory, little by little, coercing glass into stone, spheres into cubes.

I had to break again, to eat and to rest. Renn shivered, hot with fever. Sten eased broth down his throat, and I soaked rags with snow and set them on his forehead and chest. He didn’t wake.

I dowsed again and changed him. For three days I changed him, until his lumis mirrored my own. They were so alike I could peer into mine while staying in his, as though my own consciousness were a bridge between the two. Alike enough that I could give him part of myself, just as Ursa had given me pieces of herself eight years ago.

I studied the pieces of me, searching for a queen. Knew immediately when I saw what would work for him. Deep down, I’d known as I’d built him, for the queen is the heart of any hive.

I smiled to myself. “I told you you’d break my heart,” I whispered.

Moving into my own lumis, I found the pieces that made up my heart. Tugged on the magic, begged it, and shaped it into copies. Each piece I removed, I replaced with magic, a translucent, almost crystalline block for each of my gray-cast stones, until half of my heart was no longer mine.

I didn’t feel it, not yet, but I would. In the days, months, and years to come, I would be sick, too. How it would manifest, I couldn’t predict. If nothing else, I would have to feed these magicked replacements carefully for the rest of my days, else they would fail, and I would die.

He was worth the risk.

Gathering my heart pieces, I bridged into Renn, ready to line them up with his own crenellations. Yet when I set down the armful of lumis I’d brought, I marveled at it.

Glass, all of it. Transformed in an instant from death-limned stone into carmine, azure, and emerald. The colors of Renn.

I cried, then laughed. This was going to work.

I fit the pieces into his own heart, forming a new foundation, a new queen, for his lumis. As soon as I fit the last piece in place, he absorbed it, melting the new glass into the old. I panicked as the crenellations began to liquify, but even as I tried to stop it, the lumis formed new orbs, some as small as marbles, others as large as my head. Whole, beautiful ornaments of light with soft opaque scars—marks from years of fractures. They recognized me, called to me, and I needed to only touch one of them to know where it went. I needed only to guide it to the right place in this wall-less space for it to snap into place, for lines of light to connect it heavenward, very much like a chandelier.

Exhaustion weighed at my limbs again, but I was so close, so very close. I lifted baubles over my head, set a few only an inch above my toes. They shifted into place, connecting upward on strings of light. Connecting to each other, forming stunning geometric shapes, shimmering in colors beyond what Rolys’s skies could conjure.

My body dragged me back. Too heavy, too tired, too raw. But there was only one left, one globe red as a sunrise before a storm. Red as a Noblewight phoenix. I resisted the pull back to myself, crawled to it, and slipped my hand beneath its weightless glow. Lifted it up to the center of the shimmering space, where it, too, shifted into place, connecting to everything else on gold filaments that shined so brilliantly they blinded me—

The expenditure was too much, and I faded away from the light and the glory, my own body imprisoning me in a deep, black sleep.
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I stirred in sleep, its threads pulling and stretching, resisting. But the fire was so bright it burned red on the other side of my eyelids, slowly coaxing them open.

I put up a hand, the light too strong for me. I turned over. Sat up, my bones creaking like those of a much older woman. The heart in my chest felt too heavy and too light all at once, like the heart of a bird. A heart formed half of flesh, half of magic.

“Nym,” Renn whispered.

I blinked and looked at the fire, but only embers burned in the hearth. Shifted and saw the blanket blocking the sun through the window.

Turned and saw light, and within it him, and I marveled, sure I’d been caught in the throes of a dream.

The light emanated from Renn. A soft, pale-gold light from every surface of his skin. It radiated from his hair and his eyes, from his teeth when he smiled. It formed an angled halo behind him, almost like bird wings, but ethereal and crystalline, as insubstantial as air.

Behind him, wood creaked.

“Gods take me,” Sten said from the bottom of the stairs, eyes wide, reflecting the shape of his king. He fell to his knees. “He is gods-touched.”

I found my feet. Faltered on them. “Renn?”

He grinned. “It worked, Nym. But now I think you’re just showing off.”

I shook my head, trying to find my breath and failing. Trying to comprehend the vision of him, and falling short. “H-How?”

Lifting a hand, he studied his palm. “I don’t know. I’ve been trying to wake you for an hour.” He formed a fist and squeezed. Veins on his temples rose, and the light dimmed. He relaxed, and the glow returned.

An angel on earth. Gods-touched, Sten had said.

Do you not realize what he is? Queen Winvrin had once barked at me.

Gods above . . . had she known . . . ?

Behind me, his face pressed to the floor, Sten murmured as though through tears, “When the kingdoms of men falter, the blood of the Allmaster shall rise up, garbed as an angel of fire, and balm its people as rain to the earth.”

Strength fled my legs. My knees buckled, but as I fell Renn lunged for me, impossibly fast, and caught my elbows. His touch felt as it always did, warm and calloused and safe. The light didn’t burn.

Tears brimmed my eyes. I laughed and lifted a hand, touching his face—his cheek, his lips, his nose.

“You’re beautiful,” I whispered. He had always been beautiful. This light . . . this light had always been there, shining in his eyes, his countenance. “How . . . how does it feel? How do you feel?”

He shook his head, disbelief bright in his luminescent eyes. “Like I’ve never felt before, Nym. Like I could climb a mountain and jump into the sky.”

He laughed, and in it I thought I heard the slight clicking of his lungs. But surely I was mistaken. His lumis was whole again—

I didn’t realize I was crying until he grazed my cheek with a knuckle, smearing trails left by my tears. “I knew there was something different,” I whispered. “I knew there was something more to you. But . . . how?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. Nym, what did you do?”

My heart fluttered beneath my breast. I touched it. Would it upset him, if I told him? But . . . but this! Surely he could be nothing but grateful.

Were the scars in his lumis still there? How long would this last, if I couldn’t heal those scars?

Yet as I struggled to formulate a response, screams sounded from outside, snaking between the edges of the blanket blocking the window. Flowing down the stairs from above.

The three of us knew, without asking. Without looking. We were not so far from Rove as to be immune to the war.

The dragons had come.

Sten rose to his feet. Clenching his jaw along with both fists, Renn sucked in his light until he nearly turned blue in the face, and when he released, it stayed beneath his skin, leaving him only with that natural glow I’d so often noticed about him. I’d thought it a trick of charisma or kindness, but it was so much more than that. So much more of something I still didn’t understand.

Gods-touched.

“You need to run,” Sten said, snuffing any lingering exhilaration from Renn’s rebirth. “They will come for you. They will kill the king.”

King. I’d said as much before, but hearing it from another’s lips . . .

Renn ground his teeth. “Come with us, Sten. We’ll need someone who can wield a sword.”

But Sten shook his head. Went to the space under the stairs and pulled out Renn’s sword, still in its scabbard. With both hands, presented it to Renn. Renn, who’d had five months of training with a blade at best. And me, who’d had none.

“I will stay. Hold them off, as Ard did.”

“Ard is dead,” Renn whispered.

Sten only nodded. “He knew what he was doing, and so do I.” Pounding his fist over his heart, he recited his guard oath: “My body for the crown. My blood for the Phoenix.”

Renn seemed to shrink. “Sten, please—”

“Take her and go.” Sten drew his own sword, the same he’d had at the castle, and ran up the stairs.

The screams intensified.

“You will rebuild this. You will avenge all of them.” Tears filled my eyes as I ran to the window and pulled the blanket free. Shoved my feet into my boots, grabbed my cloak, crawled into the well, and held out my hand to Renn. “But we cannot rebuild without a king.”

Sorrow flowed off him in waves, but he slid his scabbard through his belt, pulled on his coat, and took my hand. I heaved myself up onto the soggy winter ground first, followed by him.

The screaming escalated. Smoke limned the air.

Renn yanked me northward, away from the sounds and the carnage. Exhaustion still pulled on my body from dowsing, but the urgency of the moment fueled my limbs and sped my blood. I ran on the tips of my toes, my cloak billowing behind me as I tried to keep up with him. He was so fast. Had he always possessed such speed?

I dared to glimpse over my shoulder, between houses. I could see just to the village square. Sestan blue flashed. Swords clamored, spilling Canseren red.

Gods help us, there were so many of them, descending on us like wasps. My heart quivered, tiring too quickly from the stress.

I heard the faintest whistle before an arrow sank into my shoulder.

I wheezed and tripped, the shock of the blow whipping back my head, the pain radiating outward into my shoulder blade, shoulder, neck. My half-heart sped double time, aching. Renn swore and dropped down beside me—

In my lumis, I scrambled to put together the pieces of a fallen merlon; the topmost pieces kept toppling over, toppling over—

In the present I struggled for air. “Pull it out,” I croaked. “Pull it out!”

Renn grimaced, holding his shoulder—the match to my wounded one—but I saw no injury through the haze of pain. Wincing, he grabbed the shaft of the arrow right at the base; even that much jostling made me scream. He ripped it out in one pull and gasped, teetering. My vision swept white, the town spinning around me.

“Nym.” Renn held me up, trembling. “What . . . ? Why do I . . . ?”

Back in my lumis, I assembled the pieces with blind practice.

In reality, my wound sealed itself shut, leaving a bloody hole in my dress. I sank toward the snowy ground, so tired—

A second whistle hit my ears. I stiffened, ready for the blow—

A clump sound of wood striking flesh. I looked up to see Renn, a clean arrow in his hand, right next to his ear.

Gods above, had he caught it? How?

Gods-touched.

He seemed as confused as I. For a moment I thought he’d been injured as well, but to my relief, he remained unscathed. He threw the arrow to the side and lifted me to my feet. Took my hand and pulled me again, but we only made it a short distance before two Sestan dragons cut us off, their eyes locked on Renn.

On the man who matched the description of the new king.

They charged us. Renn shoved me back and drew his sword. I screamed, ready for his head to fall, for a blade to pierce him through, but when the first soldier struck, Renn dodged it. He slipped the second strike, too, as though the dragons swung their blades through water compared to Renn’s air. Renn sliced his blade through the second soldier, one-handed, and cut the man clean in half, slicing through one arm and the entirety of his chest.

My ears rang with the shock of it, my head fuzzy. Even Renn stumbled back, gaping. He’d never killed a man before.

Memories of the dragon I’d killed in the castle opened, unwanted. The number three in my hands, the death lines, pulling, pulling, pulling—

The remaining dragon shouted and gripped his hilt with both hands, swinging wildly. Renn whipped his blade up to block. I felt the sound of the clashing metal in my bones. Renn shoved the enemy sword away hard enough that the soldier’s arms went flying up and over his head, giving Renn a perfect target to run through.

He pulled the bloody sword out and snatched my forearm, hauling me up as though I were a child.

He’d started to glow again.

“Control it, Renn!” I cried as we ran, him tugging me forward. A dull pain thumped in my heart, but he fueled my legs. Every dragon in Speth would target him if he couldn’t stop glowing.

The light around him dimmed a little, then pushed out again, untamped, barely masked by the sun.

Another troop of dragons spotted us and ran to intercept.

Cursing, Renn sheathed his sword and grabbed me, one arm under my arms, the other under my knees, and lifted me off the ground. He took off running like I wasn’t a hindrance at all. Like he hadn’t spent twenty of his twenty-one years in bed.

He swept between the last houses of the village, leapt over a ditch like a deer, then dove for some wild brush, setting me down on the other side of it. “Stay here.” He wasn’t even gasping for breath.

Gooseflesh pebbled my skin. “Renn—”

“I’ll be right back,” he promised, then bolted back into the fray fast as a horse, ripping his bloodied blade from its sheath. My heart hammered at a dizzying speed; I hunkered low, willing myself to disappear into the brush. Mud seeped into my dress and pressed between my fingers.

“Quiet,” Ursa urged.

“I know,” I whispered. I drew my mother’s knife, clutching it tightly in my hand, its citrine digging into my palm.

I crouched there, letting my feet tingle and then go numb, too afraid to move. Wincing at every scream, praying at every clash of metal, trying to shrink myself as small as possible, my hair soaking up half-melted snow, my nose running with cold.

Please, Renn, please come back. Please gods, spare him.

“Just a little longer, Nym,” Ursa said.

I shut my eyes, focusing on my breathing. On slowing my too-fast heart. So intent was I that I didn’t hear someone approaching until his arm came down like a noose around my neck.

“So much blood for no wound,” he whispered into my ear, hauling me up. Fear shot through my limbs, paralyzing me, pushing my heart to its limit. “Is there a healer on the field, or is that you?”

He spoke with a heavy Sestan accent. Winter shot through my veins.

Move, move, move! my thoughts screamed.

“You think so loudly,” he said. “Healer, yes. Oh . . . oh.”

He spun me around; in my terror, I dropped my knife. He seized a fistful of my hair, locking me in place. He wore black, his cloak lined with Sestan blue, hood pulled up. I could just make out short black hair with a shock of gray over each temple. Startlingly white skin, snowlike, as though he rarely saw the sun. A broad nose and a triangle of facial hair on his chin, pointing downward. He looked to be about fifty.

Excitement sparkled in his dark eyes, creased his brow. He tilted his head. “I remember you from the gallery.” He grinned. “She should have given you a uniform. You stood out, healer.”

My insides seemed to liquefy. Only then did my fear-torn mind orient itself. Only then did I notice the violet cincture peeking through his coat, and the gold, not silver, bars on his collar. I’d been farther away, before. In the gallery. He looked different close up. More human, and yet . . . less.

I tried to wrench myself away. Succeeded, save for his grip on my hair. He’d revealed himself a mindreader—I couldn’t let him touch me. My heart pulsed so rapidly. If I reached my knife, could I cut my hair quickly enough to run? If I barreled into the fray, could Renn or Sten find me before another soldier ended my life?

His other hand launched out and seized my neck. His eyes lost focus. “Ah, you’re very clever. Not all Canserens are ignorant.” A pause, eyes unfocused. “Nym Tallowax, is it?”

I panicked. Was Renn’s lumis holding, or had it given up on him like his first? He could be bleeding out in the town square while I hid in the brush—

A broad grin split the Sestan’s face. “Thank you for confirming, Nym. I was hoping you were his.”

Panic made me dizzy. Stop thinking. Stop thinking!

But it couldn’t be him. Kings never fought their own wars—

I reeled back, hair yanking from my scalp. He stepped forward.

“So you’re the one who undid all my hard work.” He rested his fist on his chin, casually stalking forward as I stumbled back. “You must be powerful indeed.”

“Wh-What?” I asked, slipping, catching myself. I swept back through the knots of my own mind.

My heart stopped. Lungs stopped. All of me, stopped.

His hard work.

Was Adoel Nicosia . . . somehow responsible for Renn’s illness? Could he have been the one who shattered his lumis in the first place?

The Sestan king grinned. “Surely you know me.”

I tried to swallow and found I lacked the ability. “Nicosia,” I whispered.

He bowed. “I’d like to get to know you after I capture my quarry, Nym. I think we have much to discuss.”

He leapt at me like a serpent, snatching my wrist. I twisted, ready to break my own arm to free myself from his grip, but I felt magic punch into the core of my being, like a great needle threading through my very spirit.

And suddenly I couldn’t run anywhere. I writhed, I pulled, but my body would not move away from Adoel Nicosia, only toward him, as though he’d put me on a three-foot leash.

Gods above.

“Y-You’re a soulbinder,” I whispered. But how? He was a mindreader . . . how could he possibly be both?

He would read my thoughts. He would dive deep until he saw my connection to Renn. Saw the “queen” and my patchwork heart, heard the way he said I love you.

He would use me to hurt him.

No.

I dropped to my knees in the snow, covered my head with my arms, making myself dense and heavy—as immovable as possible. Then I shifted into my own lumis, and from my palms I sucked magic from the ether, from Ursa, from the earth, from the gods themselves, forming new blocks, growing new walls, making them as dense and hard as I was, summoning them into stone, iron, steel. I shoved magic into my lumis even as it fed off my own strength, erecting a dome over my crenellations, blocking access to my brain and head, forbidding anything from touching me, anything from reading me.

The black that rimmed my vision was not that of death, but it might as well have been. I’d sacrificed the last of my energy, my consciousness, to erect that wall.

“Nym, wake . . .”

But Ursa fell silent, too.

Strength fled my limbs; the black closed in. I was nothing more than a cloth doll when Adoel Nicosia patted my cheeks, picked me up, and clicked his tongue in annoyance. “We shall see, my little pet. We shall see.”

I didn’t even have the strength to scream.
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Extended Descriptions

Map 1

Map: Two large islands are drawn in a simple style with line sketches indicating mountains and trees, building symbols indicating locations, and wavy lines moving out from both islands into the surrounding seas. The islands are separated by the Midly Strait. The top island is Sesta, and the Winter Sea sits above it. Mountains are shown at the top and left parts of the island. In the upper middle section Rodsfell sits before mountains. On the lower half, starting about a third of the way across and moving left to right are Horgansten, Catalaine, Gaptuawan, and Klepton. On the far right of the lower part of the island is Serravia. Below the Midly Strait lies the island of Cansere, which curves around the Canseren Sea. On the upper half of the island, moving left to right, are Toke, Derren Castle, Turrn, and Hock. In the mid-left part of the island is Garton, and at the mid-right are Molls and Taupe. The lower half of the island, left to right, contains Fount, Grot, Stays, Hardy, Rove, and Speth. To the right of the Midly Strait an arrow points off the map with the words Salm’s Rest. Beneath the Canseren Sea is the Ocean of Salm. Return to map.
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