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1. The FirstKing’s Heir
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My name is Taryn Eliade, firstborn son of Daven Carrickson. I’ve been called a nuisance and a little lord, a kingsman and a traitor. I was born the Dragonprince’s heir, though I knew little of his legacy. 

In the summer of my fourteenth year, at the waning of the dragonswarm, I went on a quest to choose my destiny. Along the way, I learned the painful truth.

~
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THE KING BROUGHT SEVEN regiments of the Guard to the gates of the Tower of Drakes. He brought every man in the legendary corps of the Green Eagles. He brought four wizards, six noblemen, and a servant for every stone in the fortress’s legendary walls. 

I perched in the battlements near the great north gate and watched them creep across the summer-seared soil of my father’s domain until all I could see for miles and miles was a tide of tired men.

“They’re not very impressive,” I told the empty air. “Too slow. Too clumsy.” I strained my eyes across the vast plains beyond the army, toward the land where the great kingdom of man had once stood. I sighed. “I’d trade them all for a handful of Father’s dragonriders.”

A shadow fell across me. “You may still have a chance.” The voice was dark as midnight, cruel and cold, and it matched the skin of the hand that knotted in my shirt and hauled me sharply off the battlement. I fell to the walkway behind and bruised a hand catching myself. My knee cracked hard against the seamless stone, too, but I ignored the pain and threw myself to my feet. I would not cower before Caleb.

Caleb. Tall and dark and terrible. He loomed over me. Despite the summer heat he wore his uniform—cotton, steel, and silk—and his fine crimson tabard showed the Tower all in black, a dragon rampant on its crown. He wore the dull bronze ring my mother had given him, and the sword my father had crafted from elemental earth. He looked prepared to entertain a king.

Instead he glared down at me. “Where are you supposed to be?”

I tried to meet his gaze. “I go where I please.”

One corner of his mouth turned down in a frown. I nearly flinched. He flicked his eyes toward the army beyond the wall. “You have your orders.”

“I am not one of your knights, Caleb. I do not follow your orders.”

“Nor do they, it would appear. Where is Toman?”

Toman. I almost cursed. I had no wish to see him disciplined. I’d thought for sure it would be Jen’s turn to watch over me. 

I glanced past the stones at the approaching army. “He spotted something among the king’s men,” I lied. “Thought it would be worth reporting. He’s likely looking for you even now.”

“And he didn’t take you with him?”

I squared my shoulders. “I am not a fragile trinket, Caleb. I can be trusted on my own for half an hour.”

“You are your mother’s son,” he growled. 

“And proud of it!”

“Hm. Yet you defy her plain requests?”

“I don’t!” I sounded like a child, even to my own ears. It made me angry. “She told me to keep out of sight. Do you suspect the king can see this far?”

Caleb turned his eyes to the army again. I looked, too. They were coming now. A retinue of gold-trimmed carriages and finely-dressed attendants emerged from the sea of men. The Green Eagles came with it, two-hundred soldiers moving in step, all with the same deadly grace.

Among them, more than one head was turned in our direction. Three hundred yards out, still, but some seemed to be watching our hidden place. I shivered.

“I only want to see the king,” I said.

Caleb glared down at me for a long time. “Taryn,” he said at last. “This is not a carnival pageant. Do you understand? This...this is serious.”

“I understand,” I said, trying to sound patient and reasonable. “Mother has made that quite clear. And I will spend the next few days locked in my room and living on bread and water. If I will not meet the king at all—”

“You will not meet the king!” Caleb snapped, horror in his eyes at the very thought.

“I know. So I thought it would be better to catch a glimpse now, before they arrived, lest curiosity drive me to some wild misbehavior when the king and all his men are in rooms just down the hall from mine.”

He gave me another glare instead of an answer, but his meaning was clear enough. He stepped back and extended one arm. It pointed to the nearest guard tower and the narrow spiral staircase that would take me back to the courtyard, to the tower, to the luxurious room where I would be prisoner. I didn’t look. I held Caleb’s glare and swallowed nervously.

“No,” I said. “You have no authority over me. If Mother wants to deny me this, too, then send her to tell me.”

His eyes narrowed, and despite all my resolve I fell back two steps before I could stop myself. My hands were shaking. 

His were clenched in fists. “Your mother is preparing herself for trial, little prince. She’s fortifying herself against a challenge that should never have been hers to answer. She has no time to waste chasing after you.”

Anger and pain flared up hot in my chest at that. No time to waste on me. Of course. I tried to say, “She never has time—”

But Caleb was not finished. “Nor have I,” he growled. “I should be by her side. We must present a powerful front.”

“Then go!” I snapped. “Just go. Go stand by Mother’s side, and I will cower here in the shadows. Go meet with the king, and I will pretend I don’t exist. Just leave me alone—”

“I cannot,” he said quietly, and I could count the number of men he’d killed in the coldness of his voice. “I have my orders. And I respect your mother too much to defy them.”

He might as well have stricken me. The words took my breath. I felt the force of them beneath my collarbone, a dull crushing weight across my chest. “I respect her,” I tried to say, but my words shook.

“Then go,” he growled, arm still extended, and I could not disobey. I passed him, head hanging, and headed to the gaping black maw of the tower’s door. I hesitated one pace away to cast a final glance down on the field outside the gate.

The king’s retinue had nearly arrived. They were slowing now, a hundred yards distant, and at any moment a runner would come to ask their admittance. I could just see the fearsome faces of the Green Eagles. I could see the king, thin and dried up like an apple left out in the summer sun, but he still sat tall in his saddle. He still wore the crown that glinted gold in the sun. And there were his wizards, too, all four of them stepping forward to stand between the retinue and the gates.

Four men, more dangerous than all the army arrayed behind them. They wore simple robes of black, and not a weapon to be seen on any of them, but they carried the secrets of reality in the palms of their hands. I stared, wide-eyed, trying to drink in every detail, but Caleb shoved me between the shoulder blades, and I stumbled into the tower. It took all my attention to catch my footing on the steep, narrow steps, and Caleb followed behind me like a terrible shadow.

I hated him. I hadn’t always felt that way, but I had feared him all my life. Father loved him. Mother loved him. She certainly needed him. But long after the expectation of imminent destruction had passed from this place, Caleb remained the shadow of death in my father’s bright halls. I remembered happy feasts. I remembered storytelling and ballads sung. I remembered joy in the Tower of Drakes, but I had never seen it in Caleb.

Still, he had served me in his way. Caleb had taught me to fight when I was four. He had never taught me to use a sword—my father’s weapon. He had refused me every time I asked. But he had given me my first knife when I was six and taught me how to use it to maim or kill. I was ten when he taught me the mace, and twelve when he taught me to use a crossbow. 

He had taught me how to fight, and he had taught me never to give up. I was captured now, but I was not yet dead. Before I had only dared to catch a glimpse of the king from afar, but Caleb had robbed me of that, so I would show him how well I’d learned. He would leave me in my room, and I would wait for him to go. And then I would take my rightful place in my father’s hall.

I felt the smile on my lips, and it was grim. My eyes fixed on the spill of light below me, the door upon the courtyard, and I stopped myself hurrying the final steps. It would not do to give the plan away. Behind me Caleb’s pace never changed. We stepped out into the sunlight and he strode at my side like a general on the field of glorious battle. I tried to hang my head, to walk in quiet submission, hoping he would not recognize my new determination.

I needn’t have worried. His attention was on other things. Twice his head whipped back toward the gate, and he began to grumble under his breath. At last I caught some words: “...should have been here by now. What are they waiting for?”

We made it to the foot of the tower, two hundred paces from the great gate, with Caleb muttering to himself every step of the way. His expression grew darker, his pace grew faster, and I forgot all my plans as I watched him in fascination. There was no sound from the gate, no runner from the king’s retinue, and it troubled the old warrior greatly.

At the foot of the massive tower was a platform, made all of seamless marbled stone, raised half a pace above the courtyard and stretching twenty paces square. Caleb stopped with one foot on the steps to the platform. He turned at the shoulders, throwing a third glance back at the gate, and I saw his eyes go wide. The grumbles died on his lips.

I turned. I saw only the gate I had known forever. It was all of one piece, with a grain like polished wood but hard as the paces-thick stone of the soaring walls. There were no ropes or chains, no mundane mechanism to raise the gate or swing it wide. Instead it operated on my father’s sorcery—the same magic that had shaped it out of raw timber. It would open at a word of command from any of a handful of trusted lieutenants. It would slam shut at a cry of alarm from anyone within the fortress, and no might of man or beast could force it down.

Yet Caleb stared at the gate as though it were our doom. I frowned up at him, and looked at the gate again. Then I took a step closer, straining my eyes to see. Perhaps...perhaps there was more than the grain of polished wood. Perhaps there were cracks in the door’s smooth surface. Perhaps there were seams, belying human handiwork instead of the magic that had made this place. I stood stunned.

But behind me Caleb overcame his own shock. He bellowed, “Guards! All swords to the walls!” It was a cry I hadn’t heard in most of a decade, and I had been just a boy then, but still it struck a chord deep within me. It affected others, too. I heard bundles dropped, heard slapping feet, saw weapons drawn by men moving, all as one, at a sprint toward the walls.

I would not have believed it. Ten years we had lived in peace, and this had been an easy home to us, but the memory of the dragonswarm still burned strong—or Caleb’s authority still held such sway. I marveled. I started to turn, to ask Caleb what was going on, but I had no chance. 

“The walls!” he bellowed again, and then he planted a hand between my shoulder blades and flung me to the earth as though I’d been a doll. “Everyone else down!” he screamed and leaped past me.

At the same time I heard a noise from the gate. It was a quiet crackle at first, punctuated by occasional loud pops, like the sound of sheet ice splintering under the spring thaw. I saw the tiny seams in the gate stretch, stabbing fast as an arrow up and down. The whole surface of the gate began to shimmer like the heat haze over the hard earth.

Caleb stood between me and the gate. The sword was in his hands, broad-bladed and sharp as a razor. He lifted it now, body turned sideways to the gate, and extended the blade as though warding off an enemy.

“Down!” he cried one more time. 

Then the gate gave one last groan that seemed to shake the whole courtyard. The heat shimmer disappeared. I heard a boom like a thunderclap, and a thousand splinters of the great wooden gate the size of tentpegs blasted out in all directions. I curled up tight, the way Caleb had taught me when I was that little boy, with my arms over my face and hot-tempered fear stabbing around inside my stomach.

Caleb fell silent only as long as the thunder of the explosion hung in the air, and then he was shouting again. “Crossbows topside! Pike and shield forward! Swords to me. To me!” He fell silent for a moment, and I heard the practiced rustle of many men moving silently to their places. I heard sobbing, too, from children who had been at play in the courtyard. I felt a shameful little gratitude that I’d been too afraid to even think of crying.

But then Caleb’s hand was knotting in my shirt behind my shoulder again. He slapped ineffectually at first, as though he were reaching without looking, then he got a grip and hauled me up. He made no effort to be gentle, and when I got to my feet his thumb locked painfully beneath my collarbone, his grip like iron on my shoulder. He held me pinned behind him, and I saw his head swinging rapidly left and right, taking in the movements of his own soldiers and trying to see through the rain of shrapnel what was happening beyond.

At last he stopped just long enough to glance back at me. Blood slicked his face, running thick around his right eye and soaking his cheek, his jaw, his neck. I saw the wound on his scalp where a bit of shrapnel had cut him deep. His stark white eyes fixed on me through a nightmare mask, and he said, “Get inside.”

“What’s happening?” I asked. It came out a scream. 

He didn’t scowl at me. He didn’t glare. He blinked, then turned his attention back to the gaping gateway. “Pike and Shield! Positions! Now!”

I stumbled back, but my feet weren’t working quite right. My mind didn’t seem to be, either. I shook my head. My arms were shaking. I couldn’t catch my breath. “Caleb, what’s happening?”

“Go!” he growled over his shoulder. “Taryn, go! Wind and rain, where are my Shield?”

I saw them, now, as the dust of the first explosion drifted from the air. The children were mostly gone, mothers having cleared them from the courtyard with the same efficiency the men had moved into their ranks.

And the ranks were impressive. Swordsmen in three squares near Caleb on the marble platform. I saw the battlements swarming now, packed end-to-end with soldiers frantically readying crossbows. Two squares of pike stood gathered between the platform and the empty gateway, and another ragged formation of shield-bearers was gradually filling as red-faced men puffed heavily up, carrying heavy iron shields and wrestling with their straps as they went.

I knew Caleb still kept every able body in the fortress on some manner of training regimen, but it had been years since I’d seen them in formation. I looked out over the rows now, remembering the excitement I’d felt when I’d seen them arrayed for inspection as a child. Now, though...now I trembled. I remembered the army I had seen on the other side of the wall, numberless warriors stretching to the far horizon, and I saw our paltry force lining up opposite them.

I bit my lip to keep from crying. I tried to obey Caleb’s order and run. I couldn’t make myself move.

Then a gentle hand slipped into mine and squeezed it lightly. More delicate fingers settled softly around the back of my neck, and the light, familiar smell of summer flowers cut through every other sensation. My mother pulled me to her side, and I groaned despite myself. 

“Be still,” she said softly, and I almost missed the frightened catch in her voice. “Be still, Taryn.”

I nodded for her and pulled away. I stood up tall and straightened my shoulders. I sniffed. And then I nodded again. “Yes, Mother.”

Her eyes were tight with worry. They always were now. She measured me for a moment, and I took another breath and gave her another nod. “The gate,” I said and nodded to Caleb.

She tore her gaze from me. She turned to Caleb and laid a hand lightly on the back of his shoulder. I thought I saw him flinch away from the touch. 

“You should not be here, Isabelle,” he growled. “Take the boy—”

“I must be here,” she said, and she used the voice of a queen. She used it well. Even Caleb fell silent when she spoke like that. “What has happened? They sent no messenger?”

Caleb raised a hand and pressed two fingers to his scalp. Then he showed the bright blood to my mother without ever turning. “This is their message,” he said.

“There must be some misunderstanding,” she said.

He shook his head. “I warned you this could be Timmon’s true intent. I only wonder why they have not yet charged. Three hundred Green Eagles and the wizards who broke our gate could clear this courtyard in less time than it would take you to get back inside.”

“Then I have nothing to gain by trying,” she said. “Caleb, I do not want these men to die.”

“Nor do I,” Caleb said. “But I have trained them all to die well.” He raised his voice on the last two words, and all around us—throughout the three squares of waiting swordsmen—nearly a thousand voices raised up in a synchronized grunt, “Hrah!”

“No,” Mother said. “You cannot destroy his whole army, no matter how dedicated these good men.”

Caleb’s lips peeled back from his teeth. “I would like to try.”

“No,” she said again. “Not now. The dying is over, Caleb. We did not bring these people safely through the nightmare of the dragonswarm only to throw them against the spears of the rightful king. We will meet with him.”

Caleb dared not defy that pronouncement. Instead he turned his attention back to the gate. A moment later, a new sound broke the silence over the courtyard. It was the shuffling clatter-clop of a single horse moving at an idle walk. Even as I recognized it, a chill breeze sprang up within the courtyard and washed out through the gateway, gusting away the honey-colored dust still heavy in the air without.

It revealed a magnificent horse dressed in barding of violet and gold, and in its saddle rode the straight-backed, frail form of the king I had seen before. He wore the crown of gold on his head and carried a jeweled scepter in his right hand. It might have been shaped like a mace, but even draped in gold it was not heavy enough to use as a true weapon. It was a trinket. Unarmored and unarmed, he came alone into our fortress.

The horse walked unhurried toward the formation of shield-bearers. I saw all of them turning, nervous, throwing questioning looks back at Caleb. He growled under his breath and opened his mouth to shout an order.

“Caleb,” Mother said, and he choked on his own bellow. “This is a matter for me to resolve.”

“Give him ten paces and it’s a matter for the pikemen to resolve,” Caleb said.

Mother only shook her head. “You never truly listened, did you?”

The king reached the line of shield-bearers, and he did not slow. The front line automatically withdrew, respectful, opening a path for the king. The king never even glanced at them. 

Caleb growled. “Oh, I listened. But I think Daven gave too much credit to the wizards’ magic.”

“There is magic,” Mother said, “and there is politics.” She stepped up beside Caleb, moving out from behind him for the first time, and he gave another disapproving growl at that. But he did not challenge her in public. Mother stepped forward once more, one pace behind the forward square of swordsmen, and she raised her voice.

“Your Majesty, we give you welcome. Come.”

An irritated huff escaped Caleb’s nostrils, then he barked, “Rest!” and every soldier on the courtyard fell to one knee. They moved with perfect precision, and I knew from my own training it was a move meant to clear a line of fire for archers in the rear. But here and now it looked like a grand show of respect.

For his part, the old king smiled across the courtyard. He raised a hand to Mother, and the scepter glinted in the sun. My mother went forward to meet him halfway.

I started immediately after her, but I made it less than a pace before Caleb slapped his left hand down and caught me in the chest. It stopped me hard and drove the breath from my lungs. “Not you,” he said. “Get inside.”

“But—”

He spun, fast as lightning, and took a knee facing me. Even kneeling he nearly came eye-to-eye with me. “This is not a suggestion, little prince. It’s not a discussion. This is an order, and I’ll do what I must to make you obey it.”

I raised my chin. “I still do not answer to you.”

“No one in your family does,” he said. “But I am honorbound to see you safe, on oaths I’ve given to your father and your mother both, and I will not be compromised because you are too spoiled to see reason.”

“This concerns me,” I said. “This is my family. I should be with Mother.”

“You should be far enough away that you do not distract her, do you understand? This is delicate business—”

“I do not answer to you,” I said again. 

“Wind and rain, boy, this is no game! Go now or I shall carry you myself.”

I drew myself up, as much as I could, and tried to look unafraid of him. “I am not a child.”

I got no farther. He rose to his full height, towering over me. He stabbed a finger past my shoulder, toward the tower. “I said go.”

Some of the blood still staining his face fell in a great drop from his chin and landed over my heart, soaking through the fine linen of my shirt. I felt it, hot and sticky, against my skin, but I could not tear my eyes from his face.

“You cannot make me,” I said. “I wish to go to my mother. I belong with my mother.” I took a deep breath. My chest felt weak and empty, but I set my jaw and tried to step around him.

He slipped backward, still blocking my path. He moved with an easy grace, keeping himself always between me and my mother. I felt my temper cracking. “Move, Caleb! Get out of my way.”

“I cannot,” he said.

“Then I shall make you,” I said. “Mother shall make you.” I nodded to myself. I caught a deep breath, my eyes fixed on Caleb’s, and shouted, “Mothe—”

He moved faster than a snake. His left arm flicked out—it looked almost casual—but the back of his gauntleted hand crushed into my face with astonishing force. I felt sharp-edged pain on my cheekbone and eyebrow, saw a flash of brilliant white light behind my eyes. I coughed in shock and surprise. I stumbled back and caught the heel of my boot on the lowest step of the marble platform.

I fell. The whole left side of my face throbbed and my vision in that eye went blurry. But I could see well enough the hundreds of swordsmen close enough to have witnessed it. Fire flared hot and sudden in my chest—anger and outrage and humiliation—but before I could give voice to any of it, I saw my mother.

She stood by the king’s horse, half a hundred yards away. Her eyes were fixed on me, drawn by the sudden commotion. For a long heartbeat I met her eyes, and she must have seen my tears. I swallowed hard. She would come for me now. She would chastise Caleb and comfort me, in front of all these eyes, and my humiliation would only burn hotter. I steeled myself for it.

But she did not come. Instead her gaze flicked briefly to Caleb who still stood looming over me. Then she nodded in approval and turned back to the king.

That betrayal stabbed sharper than all the rest. I scrambled to my feet. I almost lashed out at Caleb, but I remembered how easily he had knocked me to the ground. My face still throbbed, and my vision was getting worse. I blinked and felt the tears touch my cheeks. My breath lay heavy in my lungs. If I stood here a moment longer, I would be crying in front of all the assembled soldiers in my father’s fortress.

Caleb’s gaze never wavered. He had done this to me, but he showed no sympathy, no remorse. He only stared after me, cold and cruel, until at last I turned and fled.
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2. The Politics of Court
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The Tower of Drakes rose in ten floors above the courtyard, each of them nearly a thousand paces across. The outer doors gave entrance from the marble platform to a small antechamber. From there another pair of doors opened onto the Great Hall that filled the heart of the first floor.

But arches in the left and right walls of the antechamber both gave access to the wide, curving stairs that climbed to higher floors. I rushed to the stairs on my right and up past the barracks, past the library, past the servants’ quarters. My legs burned with the effort and every heavy beat of my heart pressed new pain against my bruised eye.

I moved from the stairs at the landing of the fifth floor and took the long left-hand corridor that bent right with the outside curve of the tower, then threw open the fifth door on the left. I slammed it hard behind me and slung myself full-length upon my mattress on the floor. 

My breaths were coming ragged, my heart still hammering with shame, but I heard a little sound within the room that made it worse. I forced myself to turn and found Toman waiting patiently against the outer wall.

He was about my age, maybe even younger, but he was tall and wide across the shoulders and strong as an ox. And he could be astonishingly quiet. I’d only noticed him there because he wanted me to.

Now he nodded. “Good morning, Taryn.”

I hated that he’d seen me like that, almost sobbing, but at least it wasn’t Jen. She would have been cruel. Toman would pretend not to notice. He was kind enough, even if he had been set to spy on me. 

Then I remembered the lie I’d told Caleb. I sighed, completely miserable.

“Good morning, Toman. I owe you an apology.”

“I don’t believe you do.”

I rolled my shoulders and looked away. “Caleb caught me on the wall. Without you there.”

“Then I believe you owe Caleb an apology. Or Lady Isabelle.”

“I owe Caleb nothing.”

He cocked his head. “Indeed? He is a good general.”

“He is arrogant and stubborn and casually cruel!”

“Not cruel,” Toman said, calm. “Perhaps severe, but this is no time for gentle men.”

“How can you defend him? Don’t you understand? He beat me in front of the whole militia! In front of the king! And you know he’s going to punish you for my...choices.”

“No. He’ll reprimand me for failing in my duty. A good soldier—”

“Is not a nursemaid! Toman, don’t apologize for having more useful things to do than watch over me.”

He shrugged. “Vigilance is much of my responsibility. Will you tell me how you escaped the library?”

“Will you keep it from Jen?” I asked.

“Not if it could mean your safety.”

I sighed. “It doesn’t matter, she’d find it anyway. There’s a missing shelf among the histories, tall enough to squeeze through once I moved the books. That let me into the records nook—”

“And from there into the war room and down the outer stairs while Jen was watching the central spire.”

I swallowed hard. “She’s going to be mad.”

“She would be furious, but her watch ended while you were still pretending to study the maps. I saw you there when I took over.”

“I’m sorry, Toman.”

He held my gaze. “Why?”

“I never meant to embarrass you.”

He cut me off before I could say more. “That’s not what I mean. My failure is my burden. I will carry it. But why do you work so hard to defy your mother’s orders?”

“You ask too much—”

“I don’t think I do,” he said. “You wanted to apologize. I will not accept it until you answer me.”

I looked down at my hands just to avoid his eyes. What could it hurt to answer? He’d already seen my shame. And if he understood—if someone in this tower understood—perhaps I’d have some chance at fixing what was wrong.

“The king is here,” I said.

“I know.”

“He came here to speak with Mother. Or maybe even Father. As fractured as things are, the king may not know my father’s....”

“Gone.”

I nodded. “Gone. But now the dragonswarm is over, now it’s safe to leave the City, and he has come all the way to the Tower to reward us for our service.”

“But he brought an army.”

“Of course! A show of splendor only increases the honor.”

Toman frowned. “Didn’t he attack the outer gates?”

“I...I don’t know. Caleb didn’t let me stay to hear his speech. Perhaps...perhaps it was just his recognition that the gates are no longer necessary.”

“That seems unlikely,” Toman said.

“What else could it be? We stood against the dragonswarm and bought humanity’s survival by our courage. The king and all his armies, all his wizards, could only cower in their fortified cities and pray for it to end. But Father fought back.”

“The way I heard it,” Toman said, “the king was not a great admirer of your father’s army.”

“That was long ago,” I said. “But Father built a bulwark for humanity, and drove the swarming dragons back to their dark slumber. The king cannot ignore that. He’ll extend his gratitude for the role we served.”

“And that’s...why you disobey your mother?”

“Yes! Because the order is unjust! She wants me out of sight, so who will take my place? Caleb. He’ll go to meet the king. He’ll stand by Mother’s side with Father’s blade slung on his back. Forty-thousand men outside the gates, a king and four wizards and six noblemen there in the Great Hall, and Mother—modest Mother—will push all that honor onto Caleb.”

“Ah,” Toman said. “You think it should be you.”

“It should be Father, but he’s ten years gone. So why not me? Why should I not meet this king? Why should I not share the glory?”

“Have you asked your mother?”

I scowled. “She will not tell me. Caleb doesn’t want her to explain.”

“Does she defer to Caleb? She’s the Lady of the Tower.”

“Even so. Sometimes I think it. And I think he hates me for it.”

“Caleb? Hates you?”

I drew myself up tall. “Yes! Because I alone within the fortress do not scrape and bow. I alone do not love our warrior hero. He resents me for it.”

“I...do not think you know Caleb Drake at all.”

“I know him well enough. And by tonight, all the king’s retinue—Green Eagles and wizards and all—will bow down in gratitude for the service of the Tower of Drakes. And I will not see it. That is how Caleb punishes me.”

Toman frowned. “I do not think you know the king at all.”

“How could I? I will not be there. Caleb will be there. Standing like a king before the FirstKing’s heir. He will stand at Mother’s side and receive the praise earned by my father’s hand.”

The words rang with all my indignation, and for a long moment Toman only stared. 

Then he licked his lips and looked away. “This is quite a complex...understanding...you’ve found.”

Before I could answer, Jen’s voice cut in. “And every word is nonsense. Haven’s name, Taryn, you’re such a child.”

Even at the best of times Jen’s voice sawed against my spine. Right then I was so mad I could have hit her. Or...I could have tried. But Jen would knock me flat as easily as Caleb had. Even with two extra years of age, the girl was no bigger than me, but she was fast, she was sure, and she was ruthless.

She was Caleb. Two-thirds his height, one-third his weight, with fair skin and short blond hair. She looked nothing like him, but she was Caleb. She’d been training with him even longer than I had, and he hadn’t even blinked at naming a girl as one of his new knights.

Now she breezed through the door as though she owned the place, and I noticed she’d had time to change since this morning. She wore loose leather armor dyed a deep green with a simple short sword on her belt. I scrambled to my feet, unwilling to let her tower over me. 

How much had she heard? I’d been attacking Caleb, and this girl worshipped at his feet. I had to stop her warning him. 

“Listen—” I tried, but she cut me off.

“I’ve heard enough. Toman, you’re relieved. Caleb wants you in battle dress, now.”

“Battle dress?” I cried, indignant. “Are you all going before the king?”

Jen showed me her teeth. “One way or another.”

“You can’t really mean to fight him! He’s the king.”

“This is my home,” Jen said. “These are my people. As far as I’m concerned, he’s just a stranger in a fancy robe.”

“Those are dangerous words,” I hissed.

Her eyes glittered like a viper’s. “Less dangerous than yours. I only insulted a king. You insulted Caleb Drake.” 

“That...that was said in confidence.”

“Anything you say to your knights, you say to Caleb.”

“Jen, please—”

She smiled at me. “We have a responsibility, Taryn. If we’re going to look out for your family’s safety, we cannot keep secrets between us.”

“But—”

“I’m sorry, Taryn. I really am. Because I can promise you Caleb will not take this well.”

“That doesn’t much sound like you’re looking out for my safety.”

She shrugged. “Sometimes you have to lose some minor engagements to win the greater war.”

“Whose knight are you, Jen? Mine or Caleb’s?”

She didn’t even think about it. “Caleb’s.”

I opened my mouth to retort, but she turned away as though I’d disappeared. “Go on, Toman. Battle dress, then find Caleb. He’s probably in the war room. Give him a full report.”

“What?” I shouted. “Toman, don’t!”

He shrugged in mute apology, then left in a hurry. 

I caught at Jen’s sleeve, “Jen, please—”

“I’ve heard enough,” she said. “Keep at it and I’ll black your other eye.”

I relented, too afraid she meant the threat. She glanced around the room, sniffed, then slipped out into the hall to watch my door. I dropped back on my bed and buried my head in my hands.

What had I done? A rage had stoked my fires until I wasn’t really thinking. Now I tried to remember what I’d said to Toman, tried to guess how much Jen had overheard. But that didn’t really matter anymore, did it? She’d ordered Toman to report it all to Caleb, and Haven knew he would.

I took a deep breath and rolled my shoulders, relaxing bit by bit. It didn’t really matter. Caleb tortured me already. How much more could he do? My imagination rushed to offer answers that left me feeling panicky again. Jen alone could make me rue my hasty words.

And that was wrong. It wasn’t fair. This was my home; this was my father’s stronghold. I shouldn’t have to live in fear of his footsoldiers. Crying wouldn’t solve my problems. Nor would arguing with Jen. No, I needed to meet with Mother. If I could just speak with her alone, without Caleb there to interfere, I could show her the injustice of it all.

I almost grinned. The bruises on my face would serve me well. She’d seen him restrain me, but she hadn’t seen how violently, how disrespectfully. She could never condone this. I jumped to my feet, ready to go searching for her, when Jen rapped once on the door and threw it open. Before I could respond at all, Mother drifted through into my room. 

She looked regal today, in a way I hadn’t been able to notice in the chaos down below. Her dress was big and blue as the summer sky and trimmed with pearls and beads of silver. She wore a necklace and bracelets and three small rings, all matching silver and pale blue amethyst.

I remembered her comforting hand in mine, and I couldn’t quite connect the memory with the figure standing before me. She didn’t look like the sort of person who gave hugs. She looked like a queen in a portrait, some still, distant figure of proud beauty.

From across the room, I could see the reproof in her eyes. “Taryn—”

“Mother, we need to talk of the king.”

She shook her head in a short, sharp gesture. “I cannot believe the risks you took today. What if Caleb had not been there when the gate came down? What if you had fallen from the wall? What if a fight had truly started?”

She meant to go on, but I raised my chin. “Then I would have fought beside the other men of this fortress. I have trained as much as any man among them.”

My mother clucked, disapproving. “You could have been hurt, Taryn.”

Something began to burn deep in my stomach. I took a slow step closer to her, turning my face to present the swollen bruise Caleb had made of the left side of my face. “Would that have troubled you so much?”

Her breath caught. Her eyes crinkled around the edges, and she almost turned away. But then I saw her steel herself. I saw the queen take over, and she straightened her neck again. “You had your orders, and Caleb had his. You forced his hand by your disobedience.”

“Disobedience? I am not a child, Mother. It’s important for you to understand that.”

“Oh, Taryn. You are such a fine young man. I can see that. But—”

“No.” I made my voice hard, like Caleb’s. “No, Mother. I’m going to be lord of this place someday.”

“Perhaps,” she said. “Perhaps, but you have so much still to learn. You know so little of the world outside these walls.”

“Then let me see!” I shouted. “I have obeyed for too many years. I have studied everything you asked me to. I have worked so hard, but you never let me leave the walls. And now the outside world comes here, the FirstKing’s heir comes here, and you forbid me to even see him?”

“It’s not that simple,” Mother said.

“I have responsibilities,” I said. “Father left a legacy—”

She was not listening. Instead she glided forward, closing the little space between us, and I had to turn my face up to her. “Be still,” she said softly, speaking right over me. “Your father’s legacy is strong in you. Dear Taryn. You see the whole world as a puzzle you can solve. You have no concept of scale.”

Her voice was rich with a tenderness I had longed for, but her condescending words cut me like a knife. I frowned up at her—and then flinched at the flash of pain it drew beneath my left eye.

“Oh, Taryn,” she said again. She touched my cheek with a delicate hand and used her other to turn me. She guided me to the wash-stand where she dampened a rag in the cool water and touched it feather-soft against my face.

I couldn’t find my argument. I wanted to scream at her. I wanted to plead my case. But more than anything else I wanted her to stay right where she was, soft and real and close enough to touch, eyes full of nothing but me. I held very still and fought to catch my breath.

She sounded far away the next time she spoke. “Your father spent his life fighting against the chaos. You have to understand that. All your life you’ve seen the power he put together. But I don’t know if you’ve ever understood the purpose.”

I frowned. “He fought the dragons—”

“No.” She shook her head slowly. “Before any of the rest of us had even seen a dragon, he was fighting the chaos. He risked everything to break a rebellion, to protect the king.”

“I know,” I said. “I have heard the story.”

She pushed back to arm’s length, and for a long time she only looked at me. Then she smiled. “You’ve heard the pieces. You need to grasp the whole. He fought—he laid down his life—to protect another man’s kingdom. Not....” Her voice faltered, and for a moment she looked away. “Not a better man, Taryn. But a man who was king. A man whose authority represented order and stability and peace for many, many people.”

I held my tongue, trying to search out some hidden significance in her words, but I could find nothing. “I know,” I said at last. “And now that man has come here to meet with us.” 

“We do not know exactly why he’s come,” she said. “You spoke of taking up your father’s legacy, and Daven’s legacy was preserving this man’s authority. We must respect that.”

“I would,” I said, earnest. And a little angry. “I would pay every honor to this king, but you will not even let me meet him.”

“The time for that will come,” she said. “But this visit is a delicate matter.”

“I should be there,” I said. “You know that. I will not embarrass us, Mother.”

She sighed. She looked exhausted. “Taryn—”

“You cannot keep this from me! I may never see another king. I may never see another wizard. I may never see anything but these dirty walls. I...I....”

Her fingertips rose lightly to my bruise again, and I flinched away before she ever touched me. “You fight so hard and see so little,” she said. 

“I’m fighting for the chance to see more.” My voice stayed steady, serious, and after a moment she nodded.

“I am proud of you.” She took half a step closer, and I think she almost hugged me. She gave me a smile that made me warm. Then she caught my shoulders and turned me slowly until I caught my own reflection in the mirror. 

She stood behind my shoulder, and together we looked almost like an artist’s portrait. Then she raised a hand to my face again, though she did not touch it, and I saw what she intended. My face was stained with the tracks of my tears. My right eye burned angry red, and my left was swollen almost shut. The purpling bruise reached from my jaw to my brow. Looking at my own reflection, I shuddered.

My mother nodded. “You need rest. You are in no state to see the king this afternoon. Read your lessons. I’ll send up food and something for the pain. Perhaps tomorrow—”

“Tomorrow?” It wasn’t quite a wail. “But there will be a feast. There will be stories. Tonight—”

“Tonight you’ll rest,” she said. “We will not discuss this further. If I must, I will place a guard—”

“And what do you call Jen? And Toman?”

“I call them your friends. If you want to see yourself as a lord, call them your bodyguards. They’re certainly not jailers.”

“It’s easy to forget. You did send Caleb to hunt me down like a city thief. You know he’s the one who did this to me, don’t you?”

It took a moment before she answered. She stepped back from me, then turned away even from my reflection. “I will speak with him about it, but he was doing as I’d asked of him. You were not.”

The frustration she voiced in those final words hit me harder than Caleb’s backhand. I squeezed my eyes shut. I had no answer.

She sighed. “I think it would be best if you stayed here, in your rooms, until you’re feeling better.”

My teeth ground together. “I feel fine, Mother.”

She ignored me. “I will be in counsel with the king for much of the day. When I am free, I will come speak with you some more. I promise.”

I didn’t answer. She didn’t seem surprised. After a moment my door opened and she stepped out into the hall. Before the door closed behind her, I heard a voice greet her with a question. It was too low for me to hear the words, but I knew Caleb’s rumbling growl. Whatever he asked of her, I could hear his exasperation and contempt.

The door shut so I didn’t have to hear the same emotions in my mother’s response. But they would be there. I knew they would. I was just another difficulty she had to sort out.

I slammed a fist on the basin table, and the empty pitcher tottered once before it smashed to pieces on the cold stone floor. I barely even noticed.

~
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LATE THAT AFTERNOON I stood at my window, looking out over the south courtyard. I could see nothing of the gate, of the army stretching to the horizon, but beneath my window sprawled the town that had sprung up around the tower.

It was laid out in orderly rows, carefully controlled and coordinated, and I knew every shop and stall. Now I saw the grocers and herbalists and leatherworkers all scurrying. They’d be busy, hurrying to serve the needs of the thousands gathered outside the gate. I imagined the butchers and bakers were just as busy here in the tower. It would take all our resources to feed that many men.

I saw more activity among the shops, though. I saw forges firing up against the far wall—and not just the two or three we’d come to rely on for the last few years. As I watched, our men rushed from smithy to smithy, stoking long-dormant fires. A four-horse cart followed more slowly behind them, loaded with men delivering ore.

I wondered how many smiths we would need to tend all the broken horseshoes in an army the size of the king’s. I was still playing with the math when I saw the truth of it. The smiths were not firing up to serve the king. No, this would be Caleb’s work. I remembered the show of force in the courtyard below. I remembered his quiet words with my mother. He’d been prepared to assassinate the king. And he had ordered Jen and Toman into battle dress already. I suspected those reawakened forge fires were destined to cast new blades. The man wanted a war.

Thick black smoke began to gather above the forges. I couldn’t yet smell its stink, but I could taste it in my memory. It had been long years since we’d worked our forges at full force, but I would not soon forget the war. I remembered well the bitter stench of war.

And then at last I understood what Mother had been trying to tell me. She hadn’t used as many words—perhaps she didn’t dare speak openly against Caleb, even in the privacy of my rooms—but she had spoken of my father’s loyalty to the king. Of his legacy of peace. And there below me I saw evidence of Caleb’s disastrous plan. The smoke spread in the hot, still air, until it hung like a stain over the town my father had built.

I had to stop it. Perhaps Mother had not seen, or perhaps she lacked the
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