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  Chapter one
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Irina stared up at the infirmary’s towering double doors. She’d dreamed of following in her parents’ footsteps since she was old enough to watch them work; now, as she entered the hallowed halls of the capital’s most prestigious medical center, she could barely believe the day had arrived. 
“This is your door to open, ʼRina.” Her father placed a gentle hand on her back and could feel her shivers. “Remember, you won’t be alone. There are other apprentices starting with Master Rift today, too. You’ll have friends to help you.”
As she reached for the handle, the door flew open to reveal a thin man. He took one look at Irina and ran back into the building, slamming the door behind him.
“Is that one of my new friends?” Irina asked.
Elspeth chucked. “Maybe he’s shy.”
A moment later, the door opened again. An old man in thick, round spectacles, the lenses of which barely covered his eyes, stood before them. 
“Don’t stand outside. Come in and meet your fellow apprentices. Parents, I shouldn’t see or hear from you for another week. Understood?”
Irina’s jaw dropped, but when she turned, expecting to see outrage from her parents at the week-long ban on visiting their daughter, she found only calm nods of acceptance. Then she realized they had both been apprentices long ago. They knew what to expect. Why hadn’t they prepared her for this? They could’ve said something, anything. Annoyed, she crossed her arms and turned back to face her new Master.
“Come in, Irina.” Master Rift said more warmly than before. “Your mother tells me you have quite the aptitude for learning and memory. We’ll test both straightaway.”
Rift turned and beckoned her. As she stepped through the door, she cast one final glance over her shoulder and her mother called out, “We’re so proud of you, Irina.”
Then the door slammed shut, and Irina nearly leapt out of her shoes.

      [image: image-placeholder]The first year with Master Rift was spent buried in books, taking exams, and cleaning exam rooms after patient visits. Irina’s parents visited each weekend. Elspeth never missed an opportunity to bring her daughter clean laundry and fresh pastries. The infirmary’s staff laundered anything used by Master Rift or his senior Apprentice, Efrem, but refused to clean clothing owned by anyone else. Irina welcomed the weekly visits for the exchange of clean clothes as much as the desserts. 
In their second year, the Apprentices were allowed to observe patient visits, most of which consisted of patients with minor illnesses or injuries being treated by Efrem. Master Rift taught classes and conducted exams, but they were never allowed to witness him in action with patients. 
As the third year began, Master Rift drilled them on the causes, symptoms, and treatments for common illnesses. While not commonly accepted with the Healing community, Master Rift believed some illnesses were caused by “creatures the eye cannot see.” Some of the Apprentices scoffed at his ridiculous belief in the mystical, but Irina was fascinated. 
In the fourth month of their third year, the Master surprised his pupils by having each of them remove their white smock and place them on the table. Efrem then passed out bundles containing new white smocks lined with sky blue piping. Irina thought her heart would burst when she pulled the smock over her head that first time. She ran her fingers along the piping. When she looked up, Master Rift was standing before her with a broad smile and twinkling eyes.
“Keep working hard, Irina, and you will make a wonderful Healer.”
Those simple words, spoken by her grizzled medical master, made all the raw knuckles and sleepless nights worth it. She would be a wonderful Healer.

      [image: image-placeholder]Irina turned sixteen in their fourth year. 
She’d worked nearly eleven hours by Mater Rift’s side, seeing one patient after the next. Spring might bring flowers and renew life, but it also brought a wave of seasonal illness that kept every Healer west of the Spires running at a hectic pace. The Master had left her to clear down as he raced a few blocks away to make one last call. She pulled the springy gloves up to her elbows and began pouring the pungent cleaning liquid onto a rag. After so many years working in the infirmary, she thought she might be used to the smell, but her nose still wrinkled every time she opened the brown bottle containing the cleaner.
Irina jumped as thunder clapped in the distance and the shudders rattled loudly. She looked up to see rain battering the window’s panes, blowing sideways on the angry wind. She chuckled at her own skittishness, calmed herself, and returned to scrubbing. A few moments later, a voice screamed above the storm’s wrath.
“Somebody, come quick! It’s Master Rift. Help!”
Irina tossed her rag onto the exam table, tore off her gloves, and ran down the hallway toward the entrance to the infirmary. When she entered the receiving room, her mind could hardly process what she saw. Master Rift lay sprawled on the floor, water pooling around him and blood seeping from a gash on his forehead. A piece of jagged wood jutted out of his chest. 
“What happened?” she cried.
A water-logged constable stood nearby. “We were headed back from his last call, and the storm got really bad. Several wagons blew into each other and that wood broke free. The Master was crossing the street when it all happened. What do we do with that?” the man was in a near-panic as he pointed to the wood jutting out of Rift’s chest.
Irina threw herself on the ground and pointed down the hallway. “Quickly. Go get my bag from the last exam room on the right. We need cloth and cleaning liquids for his head.”
“But that wood—”
“Go!”She heard the man’s soaked shoes squishing down the hall as she turned back to Rift, carefully unbuttoning his shirt to examine his wound. The round wood was about the width of her wrist and as long as her arm from wrist to elbow. The end, she could see, had splintered badly, and she worried how much wood was now wedged inside her Master. She reached under him, lifting carefully, and couldn’t feel an exit wound.
Rift groaned as she removed her hand. 
“Master, can you hear me?”
His eyes fluttered open, but he was delirious and couldn’t focus. He passed out as quickly as he’d woken.
“Hurry up!” she shouted, her own panic rising.
“I’m coming,” she heard from down the hall.
As she looked closer at the wound in his chest, Irina realized this was far more complex than any injury she’d treated. If something like this came in the door, Rift might let her observe, but she wouldn’t even be allowed to assist with treatment.
Her mind raced.
If she pulled the wood out, he could bleed out—but she couldn’t just leave a spike inside a man. He’d die just as easily from that. She felt the skin around the entry wound, and blood immediate raced to the surface and coated her fingers. Her teacher was dying in front of her eyes, and she had no idea what to do.
In that moment of terror, two things happened. 
First, the constable returned and dropped the bag filled with bottles, cloths, and equipment to the floor beside her. It slammed into the floor with a loud thud, but she barely heard it. 
Then, an uncontrollable heat rose within her, and a brilliant light blossomed in her palms. Sam staggered back and yelled something, but she could barely move or breathe. The light was blinding—and beautiful.
Without thought, she gripped the wood with one hand and pulled it free from Rift’s chest, then tossed it aside. Her heart raced as blood pooled beneath him. The glow from her other palm flared, and light poured into the wound. Rift’s whole body lurched, his chest arched high, and he moaned. Irina gaped, unable to tell if she was helping or killing her mentor. Everywhere blood marred pale skin, the light flowed, and Master Rift’s whole body began to glow.
Time froze, yet somehow crept forward. Irina hovered over Rift’s limp form, magic coursing out of her Spirit into his. She had no idea how to use whatever power flowed through her, so she squeezed her eyes shut to utter a prayer for guidance and was startled by an image that formed in her mind, a vision of the inside of a human chest. Desperate, she imagined her hands moving from one injury to the next. She cleaned, mended, sewed, and drained, over and over in her mind’s eye, until the cavity appeared as was illustrated in the anatomy books. Then she drew the skin across the chest closed and sealed it with threads of pure Light.
Her eyes opened wide, and she gasped as the wound on Rift’s forehead sealed, leaving no trace of any injury. When the glow finally faded, the gash in Rift’s chest was replaced by a thin pink line of newly formed skin. 
Irina slumped to the floor, and her consciousness fled. 






  
  Chapter two
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Johann Malvier stared into a rippling pool of water, watching images shift as rapidly as he could blink. His brow creased in concentration—and frustration. 
“You’ve never been good at Scrying. Why don’t you let me help you?” a gentle voice was followed by an even gentler hand on Johann’s shoulder.
The Grand Mage looked up, and the water’s surface stilled.
“Gareth, it’s good to see you. Thank you for coming so quickly.”
“Your message left little room for debate.” The old Mage raised a bushy brow. “It’s taken how long for our new Mage to discover power? Ten, twelve years?”
“It has been some time.”
Gareth’s eyes shifted to the bowl. “Looking for our new addition?”
Johann nodded again. “Trying to. I hate Scrying. Give me a good battle where I can throw fire and ice any day. This feels too much like research.”
“Step aside, mighty Grand Mage. Watch as your humble servant shows you the power of research.”
Johann shook his head as he stepped aside. Gareth stepped up to the ceramic bowl and gripped its sides with both hands. Almost instantly, a crisp, steady image flowed into the water. 
“Stone house. Young couple, both wearing the blue smock of a Healer. Snow covers the ground.” He released the bowl and the image vanished. “I’m sorry, Johann. I can feel them somewhere west of us, but that’s the best we’re going to get. That house could be in the capital, on a farm, or in any of the villages dotting the coast.”
A gong rang from somewhere far above, startling both men.
“Looks like the others are arriving. Thank you for trying, old friend,” Johann said. “Let’s get to the Chamber to greet our brothers and sisters.”
Johann led Gareth down a series of hallways to stand before a set of gleaming double doors. A stylized rendering of the Phoenix had been deeply etched in the bronze. Magic flowed along its lines, and its eyes glowed brightly in greeting.
Johann placed his palm on a metal plaque to the right of the door, and the Phoenix’s eyes pulsed. As he removed his hand, the doors began opening slowly inward.
Gareth stepped around the Grand Mage and entered.
“As long as I’ve lived, this never gets old.” His voice was filled with childlike wonder.
A massive hall stood empty before them, easily as long as a dozen moderate homes pressed together. Inky-black columns stretched upward into the darkness they knew contained a ceiling they couldn’t see. Magic flowed upward along marbled lines, giving the columns a sense of life and perpetual motion. Beside each column stood a tall brazier that flared brightly with magical flame as the Mages entered. 
Gareth stepped forward and placed a hand on the back of his seat, a monstrous throne with ornate carvings and plush cushions. Nine other equally impressive chairs stared across a vast circle of gold inlaid in the floor. Within that circle was a square of pure silver. The square contained another circle of gold. The symbol glittered and swirled as Johann’s foot breached its outer line.
“I love this place, but that circle makes my skin crawl,” Gareth said, more to himself than to Johann.
The lilt of a woman’s island accent replied. “Good t’ing yer chair sits outside it.”
Johann and Gareth spun to find a frail-looking woman with a dusting of silver invading her thick black hair bent over a gnarled walking stick that looked more like driftwood than a cane. She wore a dress so filled with vibrant colors Gareth thought she looked like a walking fruit bowl. Her broad smile beckoned him toward her waiting embrace. 
“Isoldå, it’s been far too long.” Gareth shuffled to wrap the wiry woman in his arms and was rewarded with a laugh filled with warmth and genuine affection.
“Last time I checked, ya can Travel t’ the isle, Mage Gareth. No need t’ wait fer the Grand Mage t’ summon us for ya t’ see me.”
Gareth stepped back and bowed. “You are right, as usual. It would be good to see your beautiful home again, as well.”
“Do we get hugs and promises, too?” Gareth looked up as three more Mages strode through the doorway. Chandler and Benton wore serious expressions. Tasha wore a smug grin.
“Of course, Tasha.” Gareth stepped toward them, arms wide.
“I wasn’t serious. Step away, you old fool,” Tasha snarled as they walked around him to stand by their seats outside the Circle. Gareth’s head fell, and he cast a glance at Johann, who simply shrugged.
A moment later, more entered.
Amicus Sunshadow, leader of the pirates who stalked the northern coast of both the Kingdom and Melucia, waddled in. He stood barely fourteen and a half hands tall, and nearly as wide. Scars lined his cheeks, and his hooked nose matched his perpetual snarl.
Beside Amicus walked the military expert among the Mages, Elric Suther. Barrel-chested Elric strutted into the chamber, the tinkling of medals pinned to his black uniform coat followed each step. Pearl-tipped handles of twin swords crossed above his head from their scabbards on his back. He scanned each Mage as if assessing the odds of putting them in their grave, rather than chatting amicably.
A thin man with shoulder-length black hair towered over the pair as they entered. His face was ageless, though Gareth knew Danai to be the youngest among them. His eyes were lowered in deference as he quickly scurried to his seat.
Only a few greetings were shared. Johann might call this a family, but it was one with deep fractures and embittered rivals. In moments, nine stood impatiently behind their seats.
“Where in the void is Kelså? Who does she think she is holding us up like this?” Elric grumbled in grating tones.
“Forgive me, brother.” The pleasant tones of the final Mage to enter echoed throughout the hall. 
All eyes turned to the doorway. 
Kelså Rea glided into the room as gracefully as a queen, her back straight, chin high. She wore a gown of gleaming gold emblazoned with the Phoenix of magic across her chest that perfectly complimented her rich brown skin. She radiated elegance and poise—and power—yet none could miss the warmth in her eyes or her smile that lit the room as surely as the braziers and their flames.
“It’s good to see you as well, Elric Suther,” she said with a slight nod to the mercenary commander.
As Kelså took her place, the seat directly opposite Johann’s outside the Circle, the Grand Mage nodded and everyone else sat. Tasha winced as magic flared in the Circle and the gilded doors slammed shut.
“Thank you for coming on such short notice.” Johann scanned the faces staring back at him.
“It’s not like we had a choice. You laced your Call with so much Compulsion we’d still be curled in a ball if we’d tried to resist,” Tasha said.
“Tasha, I’m confident you’ll appreciate the reason behind my urgency shortly.” He looked around the room at each Mage. “That a new Mage was born over a decade ago is not news. Each of you felt the birth. However, it appears we need to make room for another chair around our Circle. Our new Mage’s powers have begun to manifest.”
The orderly gathering devolved quickly as the Mages began chattering over each other. The rap of the Grand Mage’s staff against the marble floor snapped their eyes back to his.
“Thank you.” He paused to allow the last of the conversations to die out. “We have attempted multiple Scryings to locate the young Mage, but have only been able to garner the following. First, she is west of our present location. That much we could sense through the currents and our bond. Second, we saw an image of her caretakers in the water. They were both wearing the blue smock of full Healers. It’s rare enough to have one Healer in a household. Two is remarkable. Finally, the home was made of gray stone, which indicates an upper class home. We could see snow covering the surrounding land through a window. I would wager our mystery Mage is in the capital of Fontaine.”
When no one spoke, he continued. “It is imperative we locate her as quickly as possible. I felt her powers in the currents yesterday. If they follow their normal course, the poor girl will have some very confusing and uncomfortable experiences over the coming weeks. She will need our guidance.”
“I will go. No need to trouble anyone else,” Tasha stood, as if to leave that moment.
Johann bade her sit with his hand. “No offense, Tasha, but I was thinking this might require . . . how should I say it? A gentler hand?” 
Gareth barked a laugh, earning a sharp look from Tasha. 
“That rules me out, too, Tash. Don’t be angry,” Elric said as he fiddled with one of his combat ribbons. “Who did you have in mind, Johann?”
The Grand Mage stood. “Kelså, I suggest you and Gareth Travel to Fontaine and locate the girl. You should find her, but not approach or speak with her. When you return with her location, we can decide how best to make our initial approach. She will be confused, and likely frightened. Ten Mages showing up on her doorstep would be overwhelming. We’ll need to think carefully to avoid a repeat of Danai’s disaster.”
Thorn, who normally sat quietly and observed when the Mages gathered, snorted aloud.
“Something funny, Danai?” Amicus asked gruffly.
“Danai’s Disaster. It sounds like a play the mummers might offer in a tavern.” He shook his head. “You lot nearly scared the life out of me. I know you meant well, but having nine Mages light up like fireworks is an image I’ll never get out of my head. At the time, I thought you were going to fry me to a crisp.”
“And it took us a week just to get you to sit and listen,” Gareth said, his eyes twinkling with amusement. “I’ve told that story in a hundred inns over the years.”
“I’m glad you were amused,” Danai said with a smirk and an eye roll.
Johann cleared his throat. “Can we agree on my proposal, please? Anyone opposed?” He looked around the room for dissent, but no one spoke.
“Fine. Kelså, Gareth, I think you should leave immediately. You shouldn’t have too much trouble Scrying for her once you’re in town. The rest of us will wait here until you return.”
“Seriously? You want me to sit around and wait for them to come back?” Tasha stood and crossed her arms.
“Everyone relax.” Johann said as he rose, then turned to Kelså. “Come back quickly, please.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Kelså and Gareth vanished before the rest of their number could exit the chamber. They Traveled directly to a large manor in Fontaine, the capital city of the Kingdom of Spires. Johann had established similar estates in each major city throughout the known world. Besides the convenience, each manor was also equipped with a library, laboratory, and Scrying room, allowing enterprising magicians to continue their pet projects wherever their travels might lead them. Gareth ran his fingers around the edge of the Scrying bowl, appreciative of the Grand Mage’s forethought.
“Why don’t you do the Scrying, Gareth? You’re better at location magic than I am.” Kelså poured cold water from a pitcher into the golden bowl.
The old Mage chuckled warmly and patted his ample belly. “You flatter me, Lady Kelså. There is little to do with magic where I could compete with your wisdom and power.”“My role does have its advantages, but I’m chained to my work far too often. Sometimes I’m jealous of the freedom you and the others enjoy.” She smiled wistfully at her old friend. “If you wake in the morning with a desire to study the wind, you do it. While I remain tethered to the currents and their welfare.”
He pulled his hands back as she emptied a second pitcher. His bushy brows narrowed slightly as he watched her. 
“Oh, don’t look at me like that,” she laughed. “I wouldn’t trade places, not really. I know how vital my role is—but there are times . . .”
Her task complete, she stepped back. “I’m sorry, Gareth. We gather so rarely that my mind can’t help but stray. Please, do the honors of locating our new magician.”
Gareth’s Light leapt at his call, and the waters in the Scrying bowl rippled at its touch. As quickly as they’d begun moving, they stilled and resolved into the image of a young woman whose silky black hair trailed down the front of her white smock.
Kelså leaned in to get a better look. “She looks exhausted, and she’s been crying. There’s so much blood on her smock. Is that normal for a Mute Healer? Without magic, do they suffer that much blood when treating others?”
The image moved with the girl’s eyes as she placed a gentle hand on the brow of an older man who lay on a wooden table. The man was pale, gravely so, but appeared to be breathing comfortably. His eyes remained closed.
“He’s wearing a blue smock, though it’s been cut to shreds,” Gareth said.
“Must be her Master.” Kelså focused on the details in the scene: the glass bottles on the shelves, neatly stacked linens, silver instruments hanging in a perfect line. “It looks like they’re in an infirmary. Can you sense their location?”
Gareth closed his eyes and the water rippled faintly, disturbing the image. Seconds later, it stilled again.
“We’re close. They must be in the center of the city, because I can feel the press of people around. If this is where new Healers train, it shouldn’t be too hard to locate. How many Masters can there be in one city?”
Kelså stepped back. “Perhaps I should pay the Queen a visit. I haven’t seen her in years, though we were close once. No one is supposed to know it, but she runs the information network for the King. She could probably tell us how many rats were in the sewers.”
Gareth chuckled and released his Light. The water’s glow winked out as the image dissipated. “I’ll let you have your reunion without an old man looming in the corner. Come get me when you’re ready to visit our young mistress.”

      [image: image-placeholder]A few hours passed before Kelså appeared in the manor, startling Gareth so badly he tossed his brandy nearly halfway across the room. 
“That’s why Mages don’t spend time together. We scare the wits out of each other.”
Kelså stifled a laugh as she helped the old Mage gather broken glass.
“Asin—the Queen—sends her regards. She’s a decade older but still the willful, precocious girl I once knew well. I could’ve spent days with her.” She sighed, and a smile parted her lips. “I’ll have to return for that visit. Anyway, our young woman is only a few blocks away in the Royal Infirmary. Asin claims she is brilliant, a sort of prodigy among the Mute Healers, though she’s only in her fourth year of her apprenticeship.”
“Just what we need, another brilliant Mage to toss around their blessed opinions,” Gareth snarked as he filled another glass with brandy.
Kelså barked a laugh. “Would you rather our order be filled with incompetents? I think it’s wonderful we may add another woman with intelligence and drive. Someone has to keep you fussy old men on your toes.”
“I’m only fussy when you spill my brandy!”
She laughed again. “As you say, Gareth. As you say.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, Kelså and Gareth walked the three blocks to the infirmary. Gareth grumbled about his ancient knees but finally was convinced that popping into an infirmary could do much worse than simply spill a nightcap. Images of sharp instruments and noxious bottles bursting and splattering everywhere rushed through his mind. 
He settled for a stroll.
The cobbles were wet and slick from recent rains, and a slight chill drifted on the air. Instinctively, both Mages pulled heat from the surrounding air to keep themselves warm. As they neared the street where the infirmary was located, they had to step around several ruined signs and carts that hadn’t survived.
“Looks like we missed quite the spring storm,” Kelså said absently as they stepped over a broken chair from a nearby restaurant’s patio that had blown to the opposite side of the road. Gareth grunted but kept his focus on not tripping.
The infirmary was well marked, a large, blocky stone building with a bright blue door emblazoned with the King’s crown. Gareth strode forward and rapped on the door.
The door opened and a lanky boy, whose teeth were too big for his mouth, peered out. He wore the white of an Apprentice.
“How can we help you?” the boy asked quietly.
“We need to speak with your Master,” Gareth said. They had rehearsed how best to approach the situation, given neither of them knew the girl’s name or anything about her background. Their visit would be unsettling enough without scaring her half to death. Speaking with the Master first, enlisting his support and introduction, made the most sense.
The boy’s eyes fell at the mention of his mentor. “I’m sorry. Master Rift was injured and isn’t able to see patients. Is there something one of the Apprentices might help with?”
Kelså placed a hand on Gareth’s arm and stepped forward. She spoke in a soothing tone, and laced her words with the magic of Compulsion, urging the boy to be calm. “Let us see your Master. We may be able to help him. I know something of the Healing arts.”
Unable to resist her call, the boy opened the door wide and motioned for the pair to follow him. They strode down a hallway and turned into the first door they reached. It was the exam room from their Scrying the night before. The Master still lay on the wooden table, though his head now rested comfortably on a pillow, and he was covered with thick woolen blankets. The young woman from the vision sat in a chair by his side, her eyes darting from his sleeping form to the newcomers.
“Irina, this lady is a Healer, says she can help Master Rift,” the boy said. 
Irina eyed him intently as he scurried out of the room. After a moment, she looked up at Kelså.“What did you do to Sam? Who are you?” 
Kelså and Gareth shared a look.
“I am Mage Kelså Rea. This is Mage Gareth Beel. We can Heal your Master, though I sense someone has already done an excellent job mending his wounds.” She gave Irina a less-than-subtle look.
Irina’s eyes shot to her feet. “I . . . I don’t know what happened. I didn’t mean to—”
Kelså raised a palm. “Listen to me. You didn’t do anything wrong. In fact, what you did was wonderful. We’re here to help you understand—and to celebrate it.” 
Kelså stepped forward slowly and took Master Rift’s hand in hers. A warm glow flowed from her ebony palm into Rift, illuminating his entire form. When the glow faded, his eyes fluttered open and found Irina’s.
“Irina? Where—? What happened?” He tried to sit up, but Irina had her hands on his shoulders before he could lift a few fingers off the table. 
“Oh, no you don’t. I just got you pieced back together. You need to rest.” Irina said with more strength than she felt.
Master Rift cocked his head and studied her, then chuckled. The chuckle grew into an uncomfortable rumble punctuated by a fit of coughing.
“Was I not clear? You need to relax, alright?” Irina chided, easing him back down. “What’s so funny, anyway?”
His smile brightened the room. “You’ve grown so, Irina. You will be the Kingdom’s finest Healer one day. I’m so proud of you.”
She released his shoulders and quickly resumed her seat by his bedside. Kelså got the impression that Master Rift was a kind-hearted man but was stern with his students and rarely gave compliments.  Irina struggled to maintain the scrutiny of his gaze—until a tiny curl crept into the corner of her mouth, and Rift’s coughing laughter rang through the room once more.
Kelså’s magic flared briefly and Master Rift drifted into a peaceful sleep.
“Hey! Why’d you do that?” Irina leapt to her feet and grabbed the Master’s wrist to feel for his pulse.
“He’s fine, Irina. He needs rest now, and we need to talk. Is there somewhere private we can chat?”

      [image: image-placeholder]Hours later, Gareth and Kelså stood in the circle before the other Mages. Kelså walked them through the events as they occurred, then turned to their assessment.
“She’s exceptional—keen intelligence, strong, inquisitive. She’ll be an excellent addition to our number when she finally accepts who she is.” Kelså paced excitedly before her chair.
“That’s wonderful.” Johann smiled. “How was her demeanor? Was she receptive? Curious? Do you think she’ll be teachable?”
“She’s been an Apprentice for the past four years. All she knows is compliance with strict instructions of a Master—and Rift is renowned among his community, both for his skill and his ability to train others. I believe she will devour any instruction we offer.”
Tasha sat back and crossed her arms. “What do you mean, ‘when she accepts who she is?’ Was immense magical power not enough to get her attention? Did you give her a demonstration?” 
“Of course we did, but the girl is sixteen years old. She’s never known anyone with magic and has certainly never experienced it herself. It’s a lot to take in,” Gareth said.
“That doesn’t sound promising to me,” Tasha muttered a little too loudly.
“How did you leave things with her?” Johann asked.
Kelså stopped pacing and turned to the Grand Mage. “Gareth is right; she’s frightened. All of this is new and would be overwhelming to anyone. I can return and help her learn basic control over her magic and earn her trust, then you can approach her about her full potential.”
A few of the mages began bickering, but Johann held up a hand to silence them. “Fine, but she’ll need you now, not days from now. Return to Fontaine and do what you can. We’ll meet again in one week to determine next steps.”
Kelså didn’t wait to hear the eruption of objections from Tasha and her cadre. She simply vanished from the chamber, leaving her brother and sister Mages either annoyed or amused.






  
  Chapter three
[image: image-placeholder]

Irina entered the waiting room of the infirmary to find Kelså seated and waiting patiently. 
“I didn’t expect to see you back so soon,” Irina said, crossing her arms.
“I hadn’t planned to return so quickly, but we were concerned about you.”
“About me? Master Rift was injured, not me.” 
Kelså stood and stepped toward Irina. “I’m not talking about any injury of yours. I’m referring to how you Healed his.”
Irina’s eyes widened and she took an involuntary step backward. 
“You touched your magic for the first time, didn’t you?”
“I . . . How did you know? I haven’t told—”
“Mages can sense major events within the world of magic. We felt you touch the currents. We’ve actually been waiting for you to manifest your powers for several years, Irina.” Kelså paused a moment. “Is there somewhere more private we could continue this conversation? I doubt you want others knowing about this before you’ve even understood what’s happening.”
Irina shook her head. “The walls in this place are paper thin, even in the exam rooms. Master Rift designed it that way so we could hear if a patient or Healer needs help. I’m afraid we won’t have any privacy here.”
“The Mages maintain a manor in the city. I could take you there. Honestly, I could use something to drink after this day.”
“I’m pretty sure I need that drink more than you do,” Irina said with a sigh.
“Fair enough.” Kelså laughed and extended her hand. When Irina stared at the Mage in confusion, Kelså said, “Trust me. Take my hand.”
Slowly, Irina reached out and gripped Irina’s upturned palm. Before she could ask what would happen next, they vanished from the infirmary and reappeared in the study of the manor.
“Sweet Spirits, how—? Where are we?” Irina stammered as she scanned the richly appointed room with wide eyes.
“Welcome to the Mages’ manor. We maintain a home like this in each major city to accommodate whatever business our members may have.” Kelså walked to a side table and filled two glasses with a brownish liquor. She then held up the glasses so Irina could watch and drew heat from the drinks. The glasses frosted immediately, chilled to perfection. Irina’s eyes somehow widened further.
“Is there anything you can’t do?” Irina asked.
Kelså’s laugh was warm and light. “Oh, child, yes. There are limits; but mostly there are possibilities. Come, sit. I will answer as much as I can.”
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They’d spent the first couple of hours talking. Irina had grown up knowing magic existed and a special few could wield it, but it hadn’t seemed terribly relevant to her life. She’d never seen a Mage, and most of the stories people told of them made the men and women of magic sound like self-absorbed, privileged children. She couldn’t imagine needing any of them in her life. 
And yet, Kelså’ kindness and calm presence made Irina realize how ridiculous some of those old stories might be. The Mage patiently answered each of Irina’s questions, some multiple times, never showing a hint of fatigue or annoyance. When their conversation turned more practical, and Kelså tried to guide her through finding the Light within—her magical core—she was sure the woman actually enjoyed playing the mentor role.
Kelså folded her hands in her lap, considering how best to respond. “Irina, you used an incredible amount of magic when you Healed Master Rift. An experienced Mage would be exhausted, both physically and mentally. I’m amazed you’re still on your feet, much less attempting to touch your source.” 
“But it came so quickly. I didn’t think about it. Spirits, I didn’t even know magic existed within me.”
“Magic responds to our need, sometimes to our deepest desires, too. In that moment, you said you were afraid, in a near panic that you might lose your mentor. In your moment of desperate need, you tapped into something deep within yourself without even knowing it. Unless you’re put in a similar situation—and I hope that never happens again—you likely won’t ever access magic in that same manner again. As frustrating as this will be, you need to learn to find and touch your Light correctly.”
Irina blew out a breath. “It feels like that’ll take forever.”
Kelså laughed. “Only hours ago you had no idea magic existed in your life. I think you’ll survive a few more before you learn to wield it. Think of this like your apprenticeship in the infirmary, just for magic. How long was it before Master Rift let you see a patient, much less treat one?”
She looked up out the tops of her eyes. “Three years, and we still can’t treat someone without him or a Senior present.”
“I promise it won’t take three years.”
“That’s really encouraging.”
Kelså’s maternal smile disarmed her churlish lip. “Why don’t we stop for the night and resume tomorrow? You must be tired.” 
Two mournful tolls of a bell sounded somewhere in the city, indicating the turn of another early-morning hour. 
“I guess that’s a sign.” Irina looked up, but her smile didn’t reach her eyes.
Kelså stood. “It’s a sign you need some rest. With Master Rift still abed, I imagine you’ll be busy.”
“I hadn’t even thought about that. With everything going on, and then you popping out of nowhere, I completely forgot about our patients.” She pressed her palms to her eyes and leaned back with a heavy sigh.
“Here, let me help.” Kelså reached forward and her palm flared as it brushed Irina’s arm.
“What—?”
“I gave you a little of my energy. It should help with the sleep I’ve stolen from you tonight. Now, let’s get you back before people start to worry.”
Irina began to nod, but they had already Traveled and reappeared in the infirmary’s waiting room. 

      [image: image-placeholder]With a touch of Kelså’s magical aid, Master Rift returned to his hectic rotation within days of a near-fatal blow. Irina tried stalling any discussion of his Healing, magic, or anything else out of the ordinary, but her Master’s natural curiosity wouldn’t be satisfied with anything less than a detailed, logical explanation. 
Magic. How logical, Irina thought as she sat with her head bowed and hands folded before Rift. At her request, Kelså remained by her side to answer any questions he might ask that she couldn’t answer. She found the Mage’s presence comforting.
“You’re telling me you used magic to Heal my wounds, the same wounds I can see barely a trace of in the faintest scar across my chest?”
Irina nodded, but couldn’t bring herself to meet his eyes. She was sure he’d accuse her of cheating, not using proper medicine or technique or something. He was always so strict about how to treat patients, and she’d thrown all that out into the storm when she used a foreign force she’d never experienced as her surgical instrument. 
If he got really angry, he might take her Apprenticeship and send her back to her parents. How could she face them after such a failure? They’d been so proud when she entered the infirmary four years ago. Would they still have pride in the same daughter who left the place in shame?
As a tear escaped her eye, she dared a look up at her mentor.
She didn’t think he could smile any wider—and a tear was escaping his eye, too, mirroring her own. He leaned forward and took her trembling hand in both of his.
“Irina, do you realize how special this is? How incredibly rare?”
Her brow must have furrowed because he barked a laugh.
“Child, there hasn’t been a Healer born with magic in hundreds of years. The Mages today tend toward other pursuits.” He shot Kelså a veiled look Irina didn’t understand, then turned back to her. “You have the power to do things I will never be able to do, heal those beyond the aid of any Mute Healer. With your hunger for knowledge, combined with magic, you could help advance our work more than anyone in living memory.”
Irina sucked in a breath. “So . . . you’re not upset?”
He laughed again. “No, Irina, I’m not upset. I’m proud. If Mage Kelså can help you learn to use this gift of the Spirits, I’m confident you will do great things.”
Kelså spoke for the first time since they sat. “You’ll need to continue your Apprenticeship. To Heal complex injury or illness, you’ll need to fully understand the body and how it functions. If you hadn’t had a solid foundation of anatomy, you never could have healed Master Rift. Remember the image?”
Irina nodded.
“You guided magic to mend what was broken. To do that, you have to know what things should look like, how they should work. I’ll stay for a few weeks to help you learn the basics, but you need to continue the Master’s work, too, likely for several more years.” She looked up at Rift. “If that’s alright with you, Master.”
He beamed, then schooled his expression. “Mage Kelså’s right. There’s still much for you to learn. We can’t have a half-trained magical Healer roaming around out there. Folks will end up with feet sprouting out their ears.”
Despite herself, Irina laughed. Master Rift had cracked a joke.
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Each day, Irina rose early, studied with her fellow Apprentices, worked a full shift with Master Rift and his patients, then spent hours practicing with Kelså. She barely came up for air—and she had never felt more alive, more filled with excitement and purpose.
The first time she called her Light and her palms glowed with Healing magic, she nearly fell backwards. Then she jumped up and ran circles around the study, waving her glowing palms in the air. Kelså laughed until her side hurt.
They waited to tell her parents about her magic until the third week. Irina was determined to have better control before they could request a demonstration. She knew her father would; his inquisitive nature wouldn’t ever let a delicious curiosity go unexplored. When she used her magic to Heal a few small scrapes he’d earned tending their horses, he could barely speak. Her mother wept with pride and held her until her enthusiastic father insisted on more of the “light show,” as he called it—despite Kelså’s dramatic groan at his pun.
By the fourth week, Irina was able to call her Light at will and perform Healings of minor injuries and illnesses inside the body. As Master Rift marveled at her ability, Kelså was dumbfounded by her rapid progress. Kelså was one of the younger Mages among the ten—now eleven—alive but had still witnessed a few births in her lifetime. It took others many months, even years, to approach Irina’s level of control and skill. And yet, those others attempted to delve into many aspects of their magical abilities. Irina wore blinders, insisting every waking moment be devoted to furtherance of her Healing knowledge and skill. She never even asked how to perform simple magics, such as calling flame or freezing water. It would be years before she became a true master of her powers—assuming she accepted use of more than just her Healing.
Kelså had offered brief reports to the Grand Mage every day since leaving the gathering, but Telepathic communication was draining, and their conversations remained short. Now she understood a more thorough, in-person report was required. The others would want answers. 
Is Irina powerful? How powerful? Where would she rank among us? Is she intelligent? Does she seek to rule? Is she a threat? Who will she support among the ten? Could she be swayed?
They would want to plot and plan. Some would scheme. 
They never changed.
She dreaded her return, but knew it couldn’t be delayed any longer. After a brief goodbye with Master Rift and Irina, she stepped out of the infirmary door and vanished from the open streets of Fontaine, leaving tongues of passersby wagging.






  
  Chapter four
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“Words spoken between two people make a secret. Add a third, and those words become rumor. When a fourth hears them, the newsmen are lurking nearby.” 
King Melric to his Privy Council
Irina tried to keep her newfound powers secret, but days following Kelså’s departure, the first of Fontaine’s citizens arrived to see the Mage Healer. Master Rift offered Irina an apologetic shrug, then ushered the woman and her ailing father into an exam room. By sunset, word of the man’s miraculous cure had spread halfway across the city, and people were queued up halfway around the block at the infirmary’s door. Irina slumped against the exam table after the last patient departed around midnight.
“I’m afraid this is just the beginning,” Master Rift said with fatherly concern.
She looked up into his kind eyes and nodded but couldn’t find the strength to speak. The morrow would come too soon and would likely bring an even longer line to their door.
“Sleep in tomorrow. Before she left, Kelså warned me using magic would tax your body and mind. The others and I will take the first patients who arrive. If an urgent case beyond our skill arrives, we’ll wake you.” When she didn’t reply, he asked, “Irina, are you alright?”
It took her a moment to gather her thoughts. “I’m not supposed to be the one with the greater skill here—certainly not yet. I had hoped to grow into that one day, but years from now.” Her voice sounded small as she continued. “Master, what am I becoming? I mean . . . I’ve always wanted to be a Healer. It’s all I’ve ever wanted, but this is all so much bigger, so much more . . .”
He knelt and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Irina, you’re becoming who you were meant to be. Whether you become a good Healer or the greatest of our time, only the future can tell. Trust your training and trust your heart. Look into the eyes of each patient and know you are making a difference, one person, one family at a time. If you do that, this might not feel so big anymore.”
She thought a moment and gave him a weak smile she wasn’t sure she felt, but she knew he was right. What else could she do? She thought back to the patients she’d Healed that day: the old man with trouble breathing, a woman with stomach pain, small children with simple coughs and runny noses that wouldn’t stop. Patients and loved ones entered with fear, wonder, and a hint of hope in their eyes. They left whole, with gratitude and joy in their hearts. 
She’d given them that. She’d Healed them. She’d granted them relief from pain and a sense of peace.
It’s what she’d always dreamed Healing could be, should be.
Why does it frighten me so?
“Thank you.” She stood and nodded to the Master. “I’m a little overwhelmed, and very tired. I think I’ll take you up on that extra rest.”
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“Irina, it’s incredible. Do you realize how many donations have come in to support the infirmary? The King has always been generous, but now the people are giving more to our work than the Crown. I can hardly believe it.” Master Rift practically danced through the waiting area as he struggled with the heavily laden donation box.
Nearly a half-year had passed before Irina saw another Mage again. She’d returned home for a weekend of escape with her parents. Thankfully, the public—even the newsmen—respected her boundaries when at home. Only the rare, serious case above her parent’s abilities called her into service while in her family’s house. She cherished her time with them now more than ever.
Three Mages in long blue robes approached the door as she rocked in a chair by her father. 
“Irina?” the tall Mage with the square jaw asked, inclining his head slightly.
She felt them arrive before she ever saw them approach the porch. 
“You can sense my Light. Why ask?”
One of the other Mages, a short, round woman with her hair spun up in a far-too-tight graying bun, pursed her lips as if she’d tasted something bitter.
“Just being polite.” The tall man smiled apologetically. “I am Grand Mage Johann Malvier. Is there somewhere we might speak?”
Irina glanced at her father. He quirked a brow, then nodded and went inside. The woman waddled forward and plopped into his seat before Johann could take a step. He gave Irina another shrug and remained standing before her two steps down.
“Kelså speaks very highly of you, and word has spread of the good work you’re doing here in the city. We wanted to meet you for ourselves, see how we might help in your . . . education.”
Irina thought Johann sounded sincere. He had kind eyes, and it didn’t hurt that he was strikingly handsome, though she chided herself for using looks as a basis for judging character. 
The other two Mages made her skin crawl. The woman was blatant in her disregard for anyone else. Irina got the impression she even treated her Grand Mage with the same contempt she displayed as she looked over their house and land. That didn’t bother Irina, but the other Mage chilled her in ways she didn’t understand. The combination of his thin, bent nose and beady eyes that sat a little too close together gave him the appearance of a rodent waiting to take a bite when she wasn’t looking. Then she realized it was more than his shifty looks. Something deep within her chest begged her not to trust the man. Deception wafted off him like smoke pluming above a campfire.
She focused her attention on Johann and tried to ignore the others.
“Kelså was very kind—and most helpful. She’s a great teacher. I would love to see her again,” Irina said.
Johann nodded. “I think that would be wonderful. She could become your mentor, if you like.”
Irina smiled for the first time since they arrived. “I’d like that very much.”
“Irina, have you used your magic for anything other than healing since Kelså left? She told us how you tried but were unable to touch your Light when performing any other task.”
She shook her head. “No, but I haven’t really tried. When word spread about my ability to Heal, people started coming from all over this side of the Kingdom. I barely have time to eat during the day, much less try something not related to patients or Healing.”
“What do you know about magic’s other powers? Other things you can do with it?”
She thought a moment. “Well, Kelså called a ball of light and made herself warm as we walked on a chilly night. Both those things would be nice, I guess.”
The woman, who still hadn’t introduced herself, barked a scornful laugh and traded sneers with Mr. Bent Nose. Irina really didn’t like either of them.
Johann scowled at the woman, then turned back to Irina with a smooth face. “Those are helpful things, yes, but magic can do so much more. Would you like us to give you a little demonstration?”
Now he had Irina’s curiosity racing. She stopped rocking and leaned forward. “Of course. I mean . . . please do.”
Johann motioned for the woman to join them on the ground below the porch. The woman glared, but finally rose with a huff.
Johann extended his right hand, palm upward, and a fist-sized ball of orange flame blazed to life above it. Then he extended his other hand in the same manner, and a similar-sized ball of water formed. The water wiggled and swirled, then crackled until the whole thing had frozen into a solid ball of spinning ice. His eyes never left Irina’s, though hers were transfixed on the fire and ice.
“That’s—” she started.
“Silly and childish.” Tasha cut her off with a Telepathic snark in her mind.
Irina nearly leapt out of her chair. “You said that in my head!”
“At least she’s not deaf,” the nasty woman said.
“Is it time for you to see real power, Irina? Tasha is right. These are parlor games compared to what you can really do.” The thin man gestured to one of the mountain peaks several leagues away, its snowy cap still gleaming in the morning sun. Before she could ask what he was about to do, a deafening blast rang out and the snow on the mountaintop exploded outward in every direction, leaving dull and lifeless rock where a vibrant carpet of white had lain a moment before. The naked peak roared as a cascade of avalanches tore down the mountainside.
Irina’s hand flew to her mouth, and she gasped. “There are people on that mountain!”
The thin man scoffed. “I sensed no people. Animals, yes, but no people.”
“Who are you people?” slipped out of Irina’s mouth. She still couldn’t believe one man could do that to a mountain.
Johann pulled the thin man back by his elbow and stepped forward. 
“I’m sorry, Irina. I should’ve introduced my brother and sister when we first arrived.” He spoke in slow, reassuring tones, as if to counter the thin man’s strategy of shock and awe. “This is Chandler. He lives in Melucia, about thirty leagues west of Saltstone. He is one of the older members of our order. Tasha,” he said, motioning to the woman, “is the Mage-Advisor to the Triad in Melucia. She is also one of the most successful merchants anywhere in the world, specializing in the growth and distribution of herbs.”
Irina’s brows rose, and Johann smiled. “I thought you might appreciate that.”
He stepped back a pace and placed a hand over his heart and bowed. “As I said before, I am the Grand Mage and leader of the world’s magicians, but my mundane role is as advisor to the King.”
“The King? You mean King Melric? Our King?”
He nodded. “I’ve been the Mage-Advisor to the royal household of the Spires for hundreds of years.”
Irina’s head began to swim. Hundreds of years? How was that even possible? She’d heard children’s tales of magicians and their long lives, but those were just stories, weren’t they?
“Hundreds of years?” she whispered.
“Irina, how old do you think we are?” Johann asked.
She looked up but couldn’t bring herself to speak.
“Tasha will strike me down if I tell her age, so I’ll say this. There are ten of us, eleven now that you’re arrived. The next youngest from you is Danai. He’s a little over two hundred years old. The next older than him is nearly five hundred now, maybe even a little older. I lose track after so many centuries.”
“And the oldest?” She looked up.
“Oh, he must be getting close to two thousand by now, though even he never knew his actual date of birth. Such things weren’t very important back then.”
Irina stumbled back and fell into her chair. She stared at a point beyond Johann, but didn’t really see anything. Her mind was reeling and she didn’t know how to make it calm, to get it to focus on the present. Nothing made sense. These people, their powers, their very lives.
Then she looked up and, in a hushed whisper, asked the most important question of the day.
“What do you want from me?”
“We don’t want anything from you, Irina, but we do want to help you,” Johann said. “You are already a wonderful Healer, but that’s only a cupful of water next to the ocean of your true potential. We want to help you realize that potential. Come with us, and we will teach you how to master magic in ways you have never imagined.”
“Come with you?” She looked up, startled. “I can’t leave Fontaine. My patients are here. My parents are here.”
Johann stepped forward and leaned against the porch railing. His voice remained calm and measured. “Irina, we can’t teach what you need to learn in this place. The others have unique knowledge and skills, and we have tools that magnify and focus power, but we need the safety of our compound to test your limits and push you beyond them. You would harm people here if you tried to do too much. My offer is for their safety as much as anything.”
“I can’t.” She covered her mouth again. “This is my home. How could I just leave? I’m sorry, Grand Mage Johann—or whatever I’m supposed to call you—the answer is no. I won’t leave my parents and my people.”
“Irina—”
She stood and shook her head firmly. “I said no. Thank you for coming all this way, but I need to help my parents with some things. Please go.”
“She’s got a pair on her, I’ll give her that,” Tasha snarked.
“Tasha, not now.” Johann’s eyes flared as if he was about to call some malicious magic before settling back to their icy blue. “Irina, please just think about it. Talk with your parents and Master Rift. Tell them everything we discussed. Despite Tasha’s inability to remain civil, we really are here to help. One of us will return in a month to answer any questions you may have and hear what you think. Feel free to have your parents join that conversation.”
“I’m not—”
“Please, just think about it. Will you do that for me?”
Irina didn’t understand the warmth that surged through her as he spoke those last words. All she knew was that she wanted to agree, to tell him she would do whatever he asked. The urge to see him smile was overwhelming.
Slowly, she nodded, never recognizing the Compulsion he’d woven into his last request.






  
  Chapter five
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“Take a seat, Irina.” Rift’s formal tone caught Irina off guard. It had been months since she’d heard him so serious. He was often stern with his Apprentices, but rarely so with her since her magic emerged.  
She sat quickly and folded her hands in her lap.
Rift paced before her, his own hands gripped tightly behind his back.
He looks nervous, she thought.
“Irina, I—” He looked at her, then away quickly. “I’ve been a Healer my whole life. It’s—this is—what I’m trying to say—” 
She’d seen her Master face the most extreme emergencies, with patients dying on his table, desperation in their eyes. He was a rock, always steady and true. Nothing shook him. In that moment, he looked like a boy about to ask a girl for his first kiss. She couldn’t decide whether to be more amused or terrified.
He ran a weathered hand over his head and turned to face her. “There’s no easy way to say this, so I’m just going to say it. I’ve informed the King I wish to retire as Crown Healer. The infirmary and Apprentices need my full attention, and I can’t give either the time they deserve if I spend half my days running between here and the palace.”
Irina wasn’t surprised. In a few private moments, Rift had confided with her how torn he’d felt between his duty to the King and to those in need. What puzzled her was why he was so flummoxed telling her about the change.
“Master, this is wonderful. We could certainly use more of your time each day. I know the other Apprentices will be glad for it.”
“You don’t know the rest of it.” His barely audible mumble reached her magically enhanced ears, and her brows quirked in question.
He sighed and his shoulders drooped. “The King asked me to nominate my replacement, and I named you.”
Rift reached into his smock and removed a white parchment. A crown hovering above the jagged mountain peaks of the Spires was embossed in the golden wax, the King’s personal emblem. His hand trembled slightly as he handed her the note. 
She stared down with widened eyes for a long moment before snapping the seal and reading the missive’s contents.
Apprentice Irina Santender, 
The King summons you to the palace for an audience on the morrow at the second hour past noon. 
Spirits welcome you into his royal presence.

      [image: image-placeholder]Irina kneeled before the King as he smiled down from his golden throne. The chair’s back towered above the room, though in reality, it only reached a few hands above the monarch’s head. The Queen sat in her throne to the King’s left and wore the same warm smile as her husband.
King Melric Vance’s deep voice boomed throughout the chamber. “Apprentice Irina Santender, the Crown elevates you to full Healer, effective immediately. Further, we name you Royal Healer to House Vance. You are charged with the care of the royal household, as well as advising us on matters pertaining to health throughout the Kingdom. Rise, and don your new smock.”
As Irina stood, a page stepped out of the shadows and presented her a neatly folded bundle. Her eyes widened at the golden trim that framed the deep blue of the fabric. She’d seen Blues before, but never ones made of silky fabric—and certainly never dyed with such an intense blue. She gaped as she unfurled the garment before her.
The Queen cleared her throat to get Irina’s attention, then motioned her forward so she could whisper. Her tone held a conspiratorial mirth. “The gold was my idea. Given how young you are, I thought it added a nice touch to impress upon others how unique your skills are.”
Irina stepped back, and the page helped her pull the silk over her head and straighten it into place. It was magnificent, and the gold glittered as flames danced in their braziers. She traced a hand across the smooth surface and smiled up at the royal couple, then dropped to a knee once more.
“Your Majesty, I’m overwhelmed with gratitude and pledge to do my best to keep you and your family safe and whole, so long as I draw breath.” The High Chancellor had prepared her for the acceptance of the King’s appointment, but she’d added the bit about drawing breath. She couldn’t help herself. She really was overwhelmed.

      [image: image-placeholder]Irina emerged from the palace with a new sense of purpose and hope. As she strode back to the infirmary, people waved and gawked. Some pointed at her tunic with the golden trim, whispering rumors of hidden meanings they believed it carried. She was respected before—now eyes gazing in her direction held more than a touch of awe.
At first, Irina didn’t notice the change. She had become used to the crowds queuing up for treatment or advice. Patients were generally kind and paid deference to those offering medical care. Master Rift had lectured the Apprentices often enough about the dangers of thinking too highly of themselves simply because they wore a smock. He bade them to stay humble and remember their role as servants to the people.
And yet, as fall gave way to winter’s touch and more of her time was spent traveling between the infirmary and the palace, Irina started noticing subtle differences. The first time a woman curtsied as she passed, she’d nearly stumbled. That was a respect paid only to nobles and royals. She was neither. 
Even the palace staff took her appointment as more than a simple shift of a Healer’s duties. Maids doted on her everywhere she went, never letting her open a door or carry her own tools. She knew such gestures were meant with the best of intention but couldn’t stop her skin from crawling every time they occurred. When the guards at the palace gate snapped to attention and lowered their heads in crisp salute, she decided to seek the Queen’s counsel.
“Your Majesty, I know everyone means well, but it’s uncomfortable, all the bowing and . . . well, I’m sure you know what I mean better than anyone.”
“I know exactly what you mean.” Queen Asin smiled and gripped Irina’s hand, then leaned forward and lowered her voice. “If you want to know the truth, it still makes me a little uncomfortable, too, and I’ve worn a crown most of my life.”
“But I don’t wear a crown, and I’m not even a royal or noble. They shouldn’t bow.”
Asin cocked her head as if an idea had struck. As quickly as the expression came, it vanished, and her smile returned. “They’re showing you respect. By extension, they’re showing it to the King, too. After all, you’re his Healer.”
“I suppose.” She didn’t sound convinced. “It still makes me itch.”
“You’ll get used to it. Most of it, anyway.” Asin rose. “Why don’t you join Melric and me for dinner tonight? It would be nice to have some youth at our table for a change.”
Irina hopped to her feet. “Really? Your Majesty, I’d love to. Thank you.” 
As public as the Crown might be, the King and Queen were known for valuing their privacy and rarely invited anyone into the private residence, much less to dine with them when there was no formal function requiring it. Irina was shocked and deeply moved by the Queen’s gesture.
“Good.” Asin said with a knowing smile. “We’ll see you at seven. Please come in something more comfortable than your smock. The King and I will be very casual, likely more so than you’ve ever seen us.”
Irina’s head spun. What did one wear—that was casual—to dinner with two monarchs in their private dining room? Was it even possible to be casual with the royal couple? She left the palace with a dozen other questions racing through her head—and a good deal of excitement over the evening to come.
She was so wrapped up in her own thoughts she missed seeing the man in the flowing blue robe watching her pass as she exited the palace gates.

      [image: image-placeholder]Irina beamed as she followed a page into the royal dining room. She’d changed from her medical clothing into a simple green dress. She was relieved to see the King in brown trousers and a white linen shirt with long sleeves and laces that ran halfway down from his neck. The Queen had been right; she’d never seen a royal so casual or relaxed. He stood as she entered, carefully sipping the wine a porter had filled to the brim. He grimaced as a few drops splattered across his shirt.
“Tossing wine on yourself already, dear?” the Queen quipped as she entered from the opposite side of the room.
Irina dropped into a deep curtsy and held.
“Now, stop that. You’re among family now. No need for a show.” The King barely looked up as he dabbed water with a napkin. Servants scurried to find something to remove the stain. One suggested getting the King another shirt, but Asin wouldn’t hear of it. “Let him suffer. Spilling good wine is abuse of the highest order.” The servant failed to cover her snicker as she backed away.
Irina rose and reached for a chair across the table from the royals, but Asin’s hawk-like gaze stopped her. 
“Not a chance, young lady. You come sit with us.” She patted the chair next to the Queen’s setting. Irina shuffled into her seat as an attentive servant pulled her chair back. She took a long sip of her wine as soon as her glass was filled. As thrilled as she was to be here, her nerves were abuzz.
“So, Irina,” the King began, finally admitting defeat over his stained shirt. “How are things at the infirmary these days?”
“Mel, stop. Let the poor girl stop thinking about Healing for one night.” The Queen shot him a look, then turned toward Irina. “Tell us more about you, dear, something our court of spies doesn’t already know.”
Asin chuckled as Irina’s eyes widened. “You have spies—”
“I was joking, but yes, we have
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