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        Early April, 495

        Amiestrin

      

      

      

      Ellis Dantreon buttoned the row of silver buttons down the front of her uniform blouse and then pulled on the jacket, unsure why she was bothering to wear her new one. By the time they reached Jenesetta, the blue wool of her uniform would be sprinkled with dust and wrinkled. Her new boots would be chafed by the stirrups, the laces well broken in.

      She sat and fixed the stirrup straps on her trousers, catching sight of herself in the mirror before she turned away. At the moment, she could pass for Jerin’s scarred younger brother.

      In three hours, she would resemble Jerin’s filthy younger brother.

      Ellis grabbed her greatcoat off its hook by the door and drew it on over the rest. She hoped the coat would absorb the worst of the road dust. She didn’t want to arrive in the capital looking like a farmer.

      Other cadets already bustled about the stable yard. Her roan gelding, Five, greeted her with a whinny, more eager to be gone than she was. She saddled him and walked him around to the other side of the manor house to wait with the other cadets, by no means the last to be ready. Marshal Dantreon waited patiently at the head of the formation, the blue circle-and-crossbar banner of the Jenear Guard balanced in his stirrup, making this all look chillingly official.

      Ellis carried her own pistol today, given permission by the captains to keep it on her person. Thankfully, Jerin had brought her weapons up from the Reserve House armory, saving her the trip out there. She slid her saber into its scabbard on the saddle and waited along with the others. Her breath steamed in the chill air, the last vestiges of the cold snap hanging on, as if winter wouldn’t leave them alone until they had this over with. I can do this. Everything will be fine.

      Jerin seemed worn, his gray eyes shadowed. He’d grown up in the last week, just as she had. He pulled his hat down over his dark hair, a drawn look on his normally cheerful face. The other squads began to form up in rows. Ellis knew she would end up in the very middle of the squadron. She didn’t have to ask.

      Captain Dantreon was one of the last to come around from the stables, having been occupied that morning making certain everything necessary arrived in the capital with them. As he passed her, he gestured for Ellis to join him. She handed her reins to Jerin and pursued the captain as he headed to the front of the formation to join his father.

      “Is everything all right?” he asked, his breath steaming as he spoke. He didn’t look at her, his eyes taking in the rows of cadets.

      Ellis glanced up the drive toward the manor house. The sun had begun to rise, casting a pink pall on the horizon behind the old stone walls. Everything seemed so normal. “It’s just another day of cavalry maneuvers, sir.”

      The captain’s warm brown eyes turned on her. She had to look up to meet his eyes, but not as much anymore. He laid a white-gloved hand on her arm. “We’re taking you directly to a man who would very much like to see you dead. Don’t think of yourself as part of the Guard right now, Ellis. You are the reason for the Guard.”

      The cadets all had the black facings of the King’s Bodyguard sewn into their uniform blouses, that color choice proclaiming their affiliation within the Guard. For now, they were her guard, not just a handful of cadets. “I understand, sir,” she told the captain. “I’ll keep my head down.”

      “There’s not much chance he’ll try again,” the captain said, giving her one of his reassuring smiles. “He doesn’t know we’re coming.”

      He let go of her arm, mounted, and gazed down at her. For a moment, he seemed about to add something, but shook his head, settled his hat, and motioned for her to return to her squad.

      The very last to get into saddle, Ellis arranged her greatcoat about her and made certain her chinstrap was fixed. Then they all started down the drive at a sedate walk, like a parade on its way to the capital.
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      Nine Months Earlier

      The lake—more a pond, actually—on the grounds of the estate of Amiestrin was Ellis’ favorite place. Her dogs lay near her, panting in the late summer heat. There was a large flat stone under the shade of the rhododendron bushes that hung over the spot carved out by the stream’s springtime excess, an excellent hideaway where she could sit and think. She’d had plenty of time to do so over the last week, the short break between the end of the summer classes and the beginning of the fall ones.

      Everyone Ellis wanted to talk with was gone.

      Thomas Farrier—the leader of her quarter, East—had headed out immediately after finishing his exams to visit his family over the break. His large, very Versh family was important to him. Figuring in his travel time, he would only have three days with them, but he clearly felt that was worth the rush. Llelas Sevireiya had gone almost as quickly, planning on meeting with his half-brother in the capital. His brother had been wounded the previous winter, and this was Llelas’ first chance since that day to see his brother in person. Even though Ellis knew Llelas didn’t care for his father, he was close to his brother.

      At least they have family.

      Ellis sighed, scratched Two’s head, and shifted on the hard stone. She’d sat in one spot long enough that her rump was getting numb.

      She didn’t have much of a family. The queen had simply left the country when Ellis was five. The king, not wanting to raise a child himself, had exiled Ellis to this estate out in the country. Since that day, she’d seen him three times. Each occasion had been maddening for the lack of interest her father showed. But she hadn’t seen her mother at all. And while she had three younger brothers, she’d never met any of them. That didn’t seem like a real family. Not in the way Thomas talked about his many brothers and sisters, and his parents. And not like Llelas and his half-brother, who were determined to be a family, even without their father’s involvement.

      She had cousins, though, good and bad. The Dantreon cousins whom she knew—Marshal Dantreon, Captain Dantreon, and now his sister Miralys—were undoubtedly good. Despite sharing her family name, though, they weren’t what Llelas called near cousins. The Marisi family was more closely related, but those cousins were a mixed bag. Jerin Marisi, her fellow cadet in East, was one of her best friends. His elder brothers, though, were reportedly Separatists, with worrisome ideas about their own proximity to the throne. Ideas that might involve her one day, an unwelcome prospect.

      Four lifted his grayed muzzle, his ears pricking up. Ellis gestured for him to remain still and tilted her head to hear better. If the old dog could catch a sound, surely she could as well. Recognizing the distant crunch of horses on the estate’s front drive, she pushed herself up off the rock, dusted off her worn old skirt, and began the trek back up to the manor house. It could be any one of the cadets returning, but she hoped it was one she actually wanted to talk to.

      The manor house was a spare building of two stories of golden stone, a rotunda built onto one end. From Ellis’ vantage point, she could see the gardens spilling out between the main house and the Reserve House in the distance, a little unkempt since it wasn’t the estate’s main priority. The dogs, their long black hair cropped short this time of year, surged ahead of her to reach the house and another spot to lie down, so she walked the last part of the path to the house’s back door alone. She peered in through the wavy glass panes but couldn’t see who’d arrived.

      It must be an officer if he’d entered the main house first. The cadets usually headed back to the Reserve House.

      She took a moment to assess her appearance, checking her skirt’s hem for dirt and grass. Her boots—her uniform boots since her old footwear no longer fit—were clean, and her weskit wasn’t too badly rumpled. The old linen shirt was yellowed with age and her wrists stuck out past the cuffs, but there wasn’t much she could do about that. She checked her braid to make sure it wasn’t too bad, then opened the door and stepped inside.

      The manor house looked much like its exterior promised, tall and plain hallways with pale woods and sun-faded carpets. It was stuffy in the house but opening windows this time of year would mean chaff and dust flying in since farmers were beginning their wheat harvest. Ellis walked through the back entryway and around to the main front hall where two tall men in blue uniforms stood peering in at the old college’s military library.

      One of the officers was Captain Dantreon, easy to pick out given his size and dark visage. He stood taller than the other officer, who was, surprisingly, just as dark-skinned. The second man was gesturing toward the desks within the library when Captain Dantreon caught sight of her. A warm smile touched the captain’s face.

      If she weren’t far too busy to have time to moon over the male residents of the war college the way the housemaids did, Captain Dantreon would be her choice. Not that she would ever tell anyone, not even Merielle. But there was something so comforting and familiar about his company that she valued her time spent playing chess with him more than many of her other pursuits.

      “Miss Dantreon,” he said as she approached, “may I introduce my brother, Lieutenant Dantreon?”

      The captain had three brothers, one older and two younger, but this was her first opportunity to meet one of them. Ellis put out one hand. “Sir, welcome to Amiestrin.”

      The younger brother laughed, apparently at her formality, but shook her hand firmly. “I’m Verin,” he said in a voice not as deep as his brother’s. “With the Engineers.”

      Ellis looked forward to the engineering class this fall, since it was an aspect of military service more mathematical than most. “Do you like that? Being an Engineer?”

      He grinned, enthusiasm almost infecting the air about him. “It is the most important part of the military, as I’m sure you know.”

      “Yes, but do you like it?” the captain asked before Ellis had to clarify.

      Despite being an adult with a serious rank like lieutenant, Verin bounced on his feet. “Yes. Even if I weren’t in the Guard, I would be doing this. I love… making things more efficient.”

      He wasn’t as handsome as his brother—or as tall—but Ellis could see all the similarities that left her no doubt they were stamped from the same mold. Both looked like they had spent the entire summer outside, although Ellis knew that darkness wouldn’t leave their skin in winter, a gift from their Cantreidian mother. Both had the same straight nose, thick straight eyebrows, and straight dark hair, but the younger brother was simply not quite as…

      Ellis couldn’t decide what quality was missing, but the lieutenant was simply not the same as the captain. Already she knew he was far less serious about the war college. “I look forward to the class, sir,” she managed.

      “I warn you, he will talk your ear off about sewage if you let him,” the captain said in a dry voice. “Miss Dantreon, I hope nothing untoward happened while I was gone.”

      That was a question. “No, sir. It was very quiet.”

      The last month had been filled with difficulties, but it was important not to let the captain know. Or his brother, Ellis guessed. Those difficulties—which had included the kidnapping of his sister, the death of several strangers, and the burning of a local farm’s barn—had also involved Grandfather. Whatever Grandfather was, he wasn’t human, and Seers like the Dantreons and creatures like Grandfather apparently didn’t mix well. That strange report had been given substance a couple of weeks past. As soon as Captain Dantreon had stood in Grandfather’s presence, he’d started forgetting. He’d collapsed in pain yet woke later with no memory of why. And when he’d tried to discuss that missing time with Ellis, he’d forgotten more. And he’d known it; he’d looked scared.

      So I’m not going to say a word. She was going to protect him from what had happened that night, even if he ordered her to do otherwise.

      “I’m glad to hear that,” the captain said. “I’ve brought you something from the capital, by the way. We’ll go unpack, and then I’ll drop by the library to hand it over.”

      Ellis heard a dismissal in that, which was fine with her. It would give her time to dress properly. So she left the brothers at the library door and hurried back through the quiet hallways to her bedroom. Hers was the only occupied bedroom in this part of the manor house. It wasn’t huge, but it had its own bathing room, a dressing room, and two glass doors that led out to a sunny courtyard where her dogs often slept at night.

      Ellis would have preferred to have her friend Merielle closer, but as a live-in maid, Merielle was stuck in the servant’s quarters up on the second floor. And Merielle was dedicated to that housemaid identity she’d carved out here. She took her work very seriously because she felt she needed to earn a place in this household. She more than did so, in Ellis’ opinion. Fortunately, when Ellis entered her bedroom, she found the other girl hanging up a freshly pressed uniform in her armoire.

      “Ah, the captain’s here,” Ellis said a bit breathlessly. “I need to get back into uniform.”

      Merielle lifted Ellis’ second-best uniform out of the armoire piece by piece—trousers, shirt, the uniform blouse that buttoned up one side, and the blue jacket that went over that—and laid them out on Ellis’ blue-covered bed. “Have the other cadets returned?”

      Ellis unbuttoned her weskit and started working on her shirt-cuffs. “Not that I’ve seen. I was out with the dogs all morning. If my cousin comes back, I’ll let you know.”

      Merielle’s cheeks went pink. With her Galasiene paleness and flaxen hair, Merielle was the oddity here at Amiestrin, a foreigner on Jenear soil. It hadn’t taken long for her path to cross with that of Ellis’ cousin Jerin Marisi, who was clearly enamored, not so much for Merielle’s delicate-rose looks, but for her ability to play the violin… although Merielle’s beauty didn’t hurt. Jerin knew the rules of the war college, though, and the household staff were strictly off limits to the cadets, so he’d barely spoken with Merielle. That didn’t keep his eyes from losing all focus whenever she walked by. Merielle did her best to avoid him, mostly to keep Jerin out of trouble. Ellis wasn’t sure whether Merielle felt any attachment to Jerin, or whether the other girl was too sensible to let her head be turned by a handsome admirer.

      “I was wondering when you’d resume your fighting lessons,” Merielle said primly, nose in the air now.

      Ellis chewed her upper lip and resolved not to tease Merielle about Jerin any further. Thomas Farrier had been teaching her horsemanship and the saber since the beginning of last year’s classes. It had eaten up a great deal of her spare time, but she had to do something to catch up with the worldky knowledge the other cadets had. And to that end she’d enlisted Llelas Sevireiya’s help as well. Having once been a prizefighter, he’d seemed like the natural choice to teach her to fistfight. When she chose him, she hadn’t understood the ramifications in picking a man like him, not only a soon-to-be duke but also a Menhirre with a scandalous personal history and unknown political leanings.

      In her eyes, though, the greatest worth of Thomas and Llelas was that neither treated her like a child. She would be sixteen in a couple of weeks, and there was nothing worse than the occasional instructor who treated her like she was too young to comprehend what they were saying.

      “I’ll let you know as soon as either of them sets up a schedule,” she told Merielle. Sparring—either with fists or sabers—would mean extra changes of clothing and more washing for Merielle, who maintained Ellis’ rag-tag garments. Unfortunately, the household budget didn’t extend to purchasing a new wardrobe, not when there were salaries to pay, cadets to feed, and horses to maintain. So Merielle did her best to keep Ellis’ old clothing from falling apart and kept Ellis’ uniforms in perfect condition.

      Half an hour later, Ellis was back in the library. She checked the polish on her boots to make sure the dogs hadn’t licked them and then settled to wait for the captain’s return. Merielle had taken the time to comb out and braid Ellis’ hair, only finding a few bits of twig caught among the riotous curls, so Ellis felt confident she looked her best.
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      Carmeyon Dantreon was finding his brother Verin as tiring as always. Verin was witty and sarcastic and misguidedly enthusiastic about building things. Carmeyon had long suspected that Verin would one day leave the Guard to pursue engineering fulltime. As they weren’t currently at war, most of the Engineers’ work was hypothetical, and therefore less rewarding.

      But he managed to get Verin squirreled away in his assigned quarters in the Reserve House. Then Carmeyon unpacked his own bags, setting aside the book he’d brought for Ellis.

      He’d gone up to the capital to meet with the marshals to fulfill another of their endless requests for updates on the state of the war college. While it was agreed that Carmeyon was too young to be in charge of the college—after all, he wasn’t much older than their oldest cadet, Llelas Sevireiya—the marshals felt he was doing well enough as an administrator. He wasn’t doing that alone, of course. Sirtris was handling all the disciplinary issues, being far more evenhanded than Carmeyon himself, and the marshals were bringing in one retired officer after another to teach the cadets. And Carmeyon’s father, a retired marshal of the Guard, was usually on the grounds as well, present to handle odd things like the king showing up unannounced.

      It’s worked for a year. Unfortunately, there was no telling how long it would take for the enterprise to become political and, therefore, unwieldly. Carmeyon hoped they could get this first class of seventeen nascent officers out into the field before that happened.

      He did a quick survey of his comfortable room, grabbed up the book, and headed back to the manor house to give it to Ellis. The pathway between the two was graveled, and the garden was a bit overgrown. He could tell that without knowing much about gardening himself. But he also knew that unlike other royal households, this one had a very limited budget. That was one thing he hoped the marshals could find a way around this year. He’d written to half the members of the Council—those who favored the military, naturally—and asked their help in securing permanent funding for the college. It seemed more and more likely he would have to appear in front of the Council this year and personally beg for taxpayer funding. He didn’t look forward to drawing their attention, or having them question the whole idea of training the king’s daughter here.

      As he headed for the steps up to the back of the house, he saw Llelas Sevireiya coming his direction from the stables. He must have just arrived. The Menhirre cadet had only one bag carried by a strap across his chest. Out of uniform, he looked a bit like a vagabond. Sevireiya had the usual Menhirre build, smaller and leaner than the Versh, with olive skin that could, if exposed to enough sun, approach the shade of brown Carmeyon wore every day of his life. A twinge of dislike crossed Carmeyon’s mind, but he did his best to dispel it. It didn’t help knowing that in a fair fight, Sevireiya, despite being younger and lighter, would probably thrash him thoroughly.

      “Mr. Sevireiya,” Carmeyon said. “Welcome back.”

      The cadet inclined his head as he came closer. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Did you have time to return home?”

      The cadet’s bright blue eyes lifted, and for a second Carmeyon wondered if the younger man was going to debate his right to ask a question that was no more than a common courtesy. “No, sir,” Sevireiya said. “I was in the capital.”

      Carmeyon nodded once. “I hope you enjoyed your time off.”

      Without waiting for a response—the conversation wasn’t going anywhere—Carmeyon opened the door and went inside. Sevireiya continued toward the Reserve House, apparently unaware how he made Carmeyon’s neck prickle. Although Ellis had once told Carmeyon that he was.

      Shaking his head, Carmeyon made his way to the house’s library, pausing at the door when he saw Ellis was already there. The girl sat at one of the tables, a newspaper laid out before her. She was in uniform now, as if being caught wearing a skirt wasn’t allowed.

      She was the reason for his being here. He’d been charged by the king himself with training the girl to be a soldier. The marshals had taken those orders and stretched them to include the other cadets here, but she was the most important of their students… and the least likely to see herself that way. Her mother had abandoned her, and her father had thrown her aside like a scrap of used paper.

      As a cadet, Ellis had proven to be both intelligent and persistent, in and out of the classroom. She never quit, even when her fellows began to find her annoying. And she didn’t often have a chance to rest or pursue anything other than soldiering, so he was willing to indulge her rare asides into the mythical. When he crossed to her table, she glanced up, the afternoon light catching the ugly scar on her left cheek. It split over her cheekbone into a y-shape, tugging the eyelid slightly out of evenness. She rose to her feet.

      “Don’t worry, Miss Dantreon,” he said, gesturing for her to sit. “I recalled our conversation about families, and since this library doesn’t have a copy, I thought I would lend you ours.”

      Her eyes lifted to his face. “Ours, sir?”

      “The one from my father’s house in the capital,” he clarified as he handed her the book.

      “Genealogical Listings for the Year 490,” she read aloud. “I don’t understand, sir. This is four years old.”

      Perhaps she mistook it for an assignment. “Yes, it is, but that doesn’t make much difference. They only publish this once every five years. You mentioned being curious about your family’s bloodlines. They’ll be in there.”

      “Oh. Thank you, sir.” Ellis opened the book, and he took a few minutes to explain how the various listings were organized.

      Surnames were arranged alphabetically with pages cross-referenced. She located Dantreon farther back in the book. Finding the reference that listed her father, Ellis noted that her own name appeared there. “Have I been in this all along?” she asked.

      He nearly laughed, but managed to keep it in. Most people only looked at this book to see how closely they could claim they were related to the royal family. Ellis, though, was interested in bloodlines because of her curiosity about the fabled Gifts that ran among certain families of the Menhirre. “Since the 480 edition,” he said. “You’d just been born when they went to press on that one, I suppose. It would have been in fall of 479.”

      Her straight brows drew together almost comically. “If I’m in this book, how could the newspapers not have known who I was when they found out my name?”

      The newspapers had been baffled by the inclusion of Ellis Dantreon among the cadets at Amiestrin. They’d assumed at first that this must be some distant cousin who happened to have the same name as Ellis—a male cousin, of course. It had taken a while for them to verify that she was indeed the king’s daughter, and they’d mostly withheld printing the sort of lurid lies one might expect about a young woman placed among so many young men. Unfortunately, once it became clear she was actually training with the men—shooting, fist-fighting, and cavalry maneuvers—then the reports had taken on a censorious tone.

      “These books aren’t widely available,” he told her. “I suppose some never thought to look. Other papers may have chosen not to mention it for fear of offending your father. The law allows him to place restrictions on their printing or fine them for publishing something he doesn’t want seen.”

      “Truly?” Ellis glanced down at the entry again.

      Ellis Karsyet Dantreon, it read.

      “I didn’t know I had a middle name,” she noted, more to herself than to him. “Are you in here, sir?”

      He shook his head. “None of my family is. Look at this.” He flipped back a few pages until he reached the Dantreon family of five generations before. The king at that time, Selerian Dantreon, had one sibling, a twin brother named Sivian. The letters MGNM appeared beneath his name.

      “What is that?” she asked, pointing out the inscription.

      “Morganatic marriage, a Versh term. The children of that marriage have no legal rights of inheritance. That’s where my family line disappears.”

      “Why would they say that? I mean, why would that happen?”

      “Sivian—for whom one of my younger brothers is named, if you recall—served as the ambassador to Galas, still an independent nation then. He married a Galasiene woman without his father’s permission. His father claimed the marriage would be null in Jenear, but never actually had it nullified. All the same, Sivian didn’t return to Jenear until after his father died.”

      She touched the page. “How sad. Was the marriage nullified?”

      “Never legally,” he admitted, “causing difficulties over the succession. I suppose the king never had the heart to go through with disowning his son. Periodically there are noises made about officially returning our family to the line of succession, which my father cringes to hear.”

      He did, too, although he wasn’t going to admit that aloud. He fell under enough scrutiny in the Guard. He could only imagine how difficult life would be if he was a potential member of royalty.

      Ellis ran a finger reverently down the book’s gilt spine—it held information, one of her favorite things. “Could I take this to my room, sir? I’d like to look through it.”

      He had a mental image of her reading every page of the book between now and when classes started again in two days. “Of course. I brought it specially for you.”

      Ellis thanked him again, scooped up the book, and headed back to her room. Carmeyon only hoped she managed to get some sleep tonight.
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      Llelas had managed to avoid Ellis the night before. She had hidden away in her room, reading a large book that interested him not at all. Instead he lay in his bed in the near-empty Reserve House, remembering the week he spent with his family, such as it was. He had stayed at Sovre’s small but tidy house in the capital, luxuriating in the company of Sovre’s family. Liana, his wife, was an excellent cook, and the children all believed their uncle Llelas was a good man.

      It had been a relief to see his brother Sovre whole and well. That had been the best part of his time away from this school. There had been work waiting for him as well, a large number of legal documents to sign. He had signed more contracts with the railroad company that had, in return for such agreements as Sovre and the board of the Sandrine Trust negotiated, chosen to route the Perisen-Jenesetta rail line through Sandrine Province rather than North Mornacassan Province. Currently there was nothing there but track, but work would soon begin on a station near the provincial seat. Llelas hoped his father would do nothing to spoil all Sovre’s hard work.

      And Llelas had met his half-sister, Siva. The girl had not been friendly, but she had stayed, which Sovre told him was a positive sign. According to Sovre, their sister distrusted almost everyone, men in particular, not surprising since she had grown up in a whorehouse in Stone Point. Her mother had died when Siva was twelve, and the girl fled to a cabin in the mountains. She lived alone there still, despite Sovre and Liana’s efforts to woo her into living with their family.

      Like Sovre, Siva had a mother with Cantreidian blood, and thus was taller than Llelas by a few inches. It made him feel even more like the little brother, even though the girl was a month younger than him.

      Llelas had almost not talked to Sovre about Grandfather’s business at the war college, but in the end decided Sovre needed to know. He picked every shred of detail from his memories about the incident with the foreign aras. The aras—three of them—had spawned chaos in their efforts to scout out Grandfather and his descendants. They had done so by imitating various persons, some at the war college and some in Perisen. That was the aras’ true Gift, the ability to shift their appearance to imitate others. Supposedly the trio were either gone or dead now, but Llelas needed Sovre to be on guard. As Sovre possessed only a touch of the Watcher’s Gift, he would instead have to rely on his wits to detect one of the aras. Even so, Llelas suspected Sovre would prove harder to fool than himself.

      Despite his worries over the aras and what harm they might do, Llelas fell asleep. He woke the next morning surprisingly well-rested. His mind had begun to accept this place as home, it seemed. He rose, dressed, and made his way out of the Reserve House to the pump near the stables. He stretched his neck for a time, and was rewarded when Ellis appeared, coming around from the side of the house with two of her large dogs ahead of her. Llelas dutifully petted them when they arrived and when Ellis caught up with them, asked after the other two.

      “Four hurt his foot,” she said, “and One is just being lazy.”

      It still amused him that the girl had no more imagination than to name her pets with numbers. He would never say that aloud, though. “Are you ready to run?”

      She wore old garb that showed she was prepared, her dark hair braided back tightly, so he already knew the answer. She covered a yawn. “No, but we should go anyway.”

      He managed to stifle his own yawn by clenching his jaw. “Lead on, then.”

      She sighed but began to jog, heading through the main gates of the estate and along the road to the village of Kensit. It was not far, but he had not run while in the capital, so it was good to feel himself stretching back out. Despite not being in uniform, Llelas had his knife sheathed at the small of his back. These days the threat to Ellis was clearer, and he would not fail to protect her while she was in his company.

      Soon enough, they reached the village and, after claiming a hard roll at the inn, they turned back toward the estate. They walked the last of the trek. The two dogs ran ahead, eager to return to their comfortable courtyard, drink water, and lie down. Ellis looked flushed from the run but not overly winded.

      “How do you do it?” she asked.

      Not surprisingly, his Watcher’s Gift was the first thing she wanted to talk about. Before their exams, he had promised he would tell her and Farrier everything he could. At least no one would overhear them here. “I do not know how. I was bred to it.”

      Her brows drew together. “You were bred to do this?”

      “My grandfather chose a Gifted woman for his wife, and one to be my father’s wife as well.”

      “Oh,” she said with a dry-throated cough. “I meant the running. You never seem to tire. But I want to know the other as well.”

      So much for anticipating what she was thinking. “I run well because I practice. My father does not because he lays in his bed in the morning.”

      Her head tilted, her brows raised. She was almost as tall as him now, he noted.

      “Fine,” he said. “I learned when I was a child. When I was young, I would hide from my father in the dovecote, but I worried for my mother. And after a time, I found if I thought very hard, I could see her. I knew he beat her then, you must understand, because I saw him do so. There are no secrets in such a family like mine.”

      Ellis walked on, gazing down at the road. “How old were you when you… saw that?”

      “Six, I think. I always feared him but did not know why until then.”

      “I am sorry,” she said softly.

      Her father had been absent from most of her life, but having a father present was not always pleasant either. “After that, my mother began teaching me to control myself. To discipline my mind. Most people with this bloodline, they cannot govern who they see. But I can, most of the time. I can see who I want.”

      “Whom,” she said softly.

      “I can usually control whom I see. I do not intend to spy, but I often do.”

      She considered that for a time. They had passed the wall of the estate and now were on the front drive, meaning Captain Dantreon was likely watching them through the windows of the library. “How does it work?”

      How to explain something for which there were few words? “We call it our spirit-self. That spirit-self goes to where the other person is. Some Watchers can see and hear through their presence, others only see.” It varied from person to person, as if each developed their Gift in isolation. Perhaps one day Grandfather would make them all come together and work out a singular approach for using their Gift.

      “So, is it a ghost version of you?” Ellis asked.

      Ghost? He had tried to translate the Relance term to Versh but must have made a mistake. “Ah… no. We call it the spirit-self.”

      That made her twist her lips in frustration. “Very well. Can people see you when you spy on them?”

      She must have written and memorized a list of questions to badger him with. “No, kitarhi, not most of the time. Grandfather can, though.”

      “But he isn’t human,” she pointed out.

      “Other times, not often, someone can,” he said. “But I think you have right when you say it is like a ghost to them.”

      She paused, ready to correct his grammar, then apparently decided not to do so, a first. Llelas counted that as a small victory.

      “Who knows?” she asked after a moment. “About your Gift, I mean.”

      “Not many,” Llelas admitted. “My brother, a few friends in Perisen and a few enemies, the sub-marshal, Lieutenant Sidreiyan, and now you.”

      “And Thomas,” she reminded him. “You promised you would tell him.”

      “I will tell Farrier.” Lieutenant Sirtris knew as well, although Llelas doubted the man knew exactly what he did. Sirtris seemed to prefer not to know.

      They had reached their starting point, the stable yard. Ellis sat down next to the pump on the grass. After a moment, he did the same. “Is that how you found me that day? By the lake? By looking for me with your spirity-self.”

      Is spirity even a real Versh word? He rested his arms on his knees. Pointless to argue this any further. “Yes, I know where people are. I Find them.”

      “Where is Thomas, then?”

      He closed his eyes for a moment, letting his mind collect images. “Eating breakfast somewhere. I suppose it is an inn. Captain Dantreon is in the library. Sub-marshal Revasien just walked through the front doors of the palace garrison in Jenesetta. The Duke of Perisen is still abed. My brother is riding the road from his farm toward Stone Point.”

      “How do you know all that?” she asked, impressed.

      “I have to be able to Find a person to Watch them. Finding is a... small part, like using your saber to cut a thread.”

      She bobbled her head as if that analogy made sense to her. “Do you only see things, or can you hear them as well?”

      He held in a sigh. I agreed to do this. “If I think very hard, I can hear, but that takes much concentration.”

      She cast him a sidelong glance. “Or read what they write?”

      She must have suspected that, since she wrote notes in her journal intended for him to see. “Yes, like I am standing near. But I can choose not to read the words.”

      He had glanced at her journal in the past, but only when he saw something intended for him. Mostly.

      She nodded, having already accepted that. “Does Anthony know?”

      “He suspects something. If they had put me with one from my people, they would have known by now. Anthony is from Comhi. They laugh about the superstitious Menhirre. They do not know.” Good luck had landed him with Anthony Ironwright, or perhaps a touch of Providence, even if he had not thought so at first. His oversized Versh roommate had mistaken him for someone to bully and had only learned his mistake the hard way. But they had become friends of a sort over the past year, able to work together on a team.

      “That’s why you sit on the roof, isn’t it?” Ellis asked.

      He ruffled his damp hair. “It is quiet. I can think there.”

      “But you couldn’t see your brother when he was hurt.”

      “I tried. I was upset,” He paused, deciding what to say. “If I am upset, I lose control. I see things that make no sense, or I see nothing at all. Or I cannot escape from what I do see.”

      “What do you do when that happens?” she asked.

      He laughed shortly. “After my mother died, I fled to Sovre’s house, but not long after, my father’s men came and dragged me back to the manor. I was so upset that I had visions every step of the way and spoke of them. His men thought I had lost my mind. I have learned since there are ways to escape that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I have no visions if I am unconscious, or if I am exhausted. If I am drunk or drugged into a stupor.”

      Ellis wrapped her arms across her chest. “Is that why you used to drink so much?”

      He stared at his boots. “When I was a boy, I would run in the hills until I was too exhausted to think. Drinking is faster. I learned that when I got to Perisen. That is why I started to drink. But... I kept drinking because I liked it, and then I found I could not stop. One does stupid things when one is drunk.”

      “Is that why your father’s the way he is?” she asked.

      “I am my father’s son,” he admitted ruefully. She had a scar on her cheek from his hand, from a snowy afternoon on the rooftop when he lost his temper in a senseless argument and hit her. He had managed to pull the punch, but she slipped and hit her cheek against the brick chimney, earning a permanent reminder that Llelas Sevireiya could not control his temper. “Once, when I was ten, I think,” he continued, “I remember seeing him banging his head against the wall. I know now what he was trying to do. Then, I thought he was insane. It took two servants to drag him away, screaming the whole time. I can only wonder what he saw that was so horrible. He could not escape it.”

      She remained silent for a long moment, until he finally rose to his feet to return to the Reserve House. The other cadets would be returning, and he wanted a chance to bathe before the hallways became too busy.

      She shaded her eyes with one hand, the fingers calloused like his own. “Did you know we’re cousins?”

      He kept himself from laughing at her. “Yes, although far cousins. Grandfather keeps track of bloodlines, so he makes… made me learn them.”

      “Fifth cousins, on my mother’s side,” she said, still peering up at him. “You and Jerin are much closer.”

      “I know this.”

      “Oh.” She stood up. “Did you know I have a middle name?”

      “No, I did not,” he admitted. “Although I am not surprised. Ellis is too short.” When she gave him her baffled look, he added, “A name needs six syllables for luck.”

      She blinked at him. “That is the strangest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      He wondered if she grasped the irony of that statement.
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      Since Monday had been allocated for travel, with classes scheduled to start Tuesday, most of the cadets arrived back at the estate during the day. That made it a busy one for Ellis, catching up with the other members of East, discussing the new instructors, and bickering over the planned classes.

      After dinner, she played chess with Captain Dantreon, his younger brother leaning over her shoulder and making suggestions in a much louder voice than Thomas had ever used. However, Verin Dantreon clearly knew his brother’s weaknesses. “Move your knight back,” he suggested at one point.

      She could beat the captain on her own now, although admittedly not frequently. Ellis tucked away her vexation at the lieutenant’s interference. “Why?” she whispered back. “I’m moving toward his queen.”

      Verin’s dark eyes twinkled with secret glee. “Trust me.”

      She glanced over at Captain Dantreon, who merely held his hands wide, unwilling to give her guidance in this. “Fine,” she said, and moved the knight back onto her own side of the board.

      The captain moved one of his bishops to block the new placement of her knight.

      “Are you on his side?” she asked the lieutenant.

      Verin shook his head. “Advance your pawn.”

      On the right side of the board, there were three more-or-less-forgotten pawns she’d advanced during the initial moments of play. The captain had moved his important pieces toward his own right, leaving nothing over there for her to capture. “Why?”

      The captain sighed. “Verin, don’t help her. I can barely stay ahead of her as it is.”

      The lieutenant leaned forward and touched the middle of the three pawns. “The three passed pawns are protecting each other. If you can get one to the other side, you can promote it to queen.”

      Ellis remembered from her readings that passed meant there were no pieces left between the pawns and the far side of the board. She gestured to the closer corner of the board. “I still have my queen.”

      “Yes, but on your side of the board,” Verin said. “Wouldn’t you rather have a queen on your eighth rank? You’ll take his king in one or two moves.”

      Ellis mulled that over, trying to count the moves it would take her to get her three white pawns to the eighth rank versus how many of her pieces on the other side of the board the captain would take first. He might be able to snatch one of the pawns, but she didn’t think he could get all three and fight off her queen and knights at the same time. Having a queen appear on the far side of the board would be worth losing some pieces to achieve. She decided to try the lieutenant’s method and moved one of her pawns forward.

      The captain cast an exasperated glance at his brother and sighed as he moved a knight to take her queen. He set it to one side. “She already beats me, Verin. You didn’t need to teach her another way.”

      “Keep this one back a step.” The lieutenant pointed out one of the pawns, cheerfully ignoring his brother. “That way if Carmeyon gets a rook up here to take one of them, you can take it on your next move.”

      And interestingly enough, it worked. By the time she managed to get the first pawn up to the eighth rank and promoted it to a queen, the captain had taken her remaining knights, but she placed his king immediately in check. Two moves later, she
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