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Do not fear the suffering that is to come. For some of you are about to be cast into prison by the Adversary, so that you may be tried. See it through for the time appointed, steadfast unto death, and I will grant you a crown of life . . .


—From the Second Word of Revelation Second Scroll of Parthas
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“ABRAMM KALLADORNE will fall, Vesprit.” The rhu’eman warhast Hazmul did not speak the thought aloud, but the breath of his host body fogged the window glass before him anyway, blurring his view of the snow-dusted Grand Fountain courtyard below. In the gray light of the foggy early-spring morning, a lengthening line of gleaming carriages queued up at Whitehill’s front entrance to his left, preparing for the coronation procession. “If all goes as planned, that fall will begin today.” He sipped from his porcelain teacup, then added, “All is going as planned, I trust?”

Though his rhu’eman underling, Vesprit, stood behind him, Hazmul didn’t need to see him to sense the pleased confidence rippling through the underwarhast’s essence. “It is, sir,” Vesprit replied.

“You’ve cracked the stone and awakened the miniol?”

“A couple of hours ago now.”

Servants’ voices drifted from the sitting room of Hazmul’s apartments. He ignored them. Human ears could not discern his conversation with Vesprit any more than human eyes could discern their bodies. The servants would see only the fleshly host in which Hazmul dwelt, standing at the window of his sumptuous east-wing bedchamber sipping morning tea. Underwarhast Vesprit would be a faint amber glow, unnoticed in the lamplight. As the underwarhast began a recitation of all that had been attended to in preparation for this momentous day, Hazmul continued to sip his tea and watch the coaches gather, the end of their line soon disappearing into the fog. Down in the valley, the university clock tolled the half hour in a single deep tone. Hardly had it struck when the palace doors flew open and a party of nobles cloaked in furs and dark woolens emerged. They glided down the snow-dusted steps to the first carriage, head of the procession that would soon wind down to the Hall of Kings at Avramm’s Mount. As its doors slammed shut and the vehicle sped away, the next one rolled immediately into its place.

A momentous day this was indeed, the culmination of weeks of preparation among friends and foes alike. Today Abramm Kalladorne, whom some called king of Light and others deemed servant of Shadow, would be officially and ceremonially crowned the thirty-sixth king of Kiriath. Today he would move among his people as he had not in all the six months since he had slain the morwhol, would stand before them arrayed in the full splendor of the royal regalia and receive the crown in all the solemn ritual and majesty Kiriathan tradition could muster. And in so doing, would either convince the masses he was indeed Eidon’s choice or bitterly disappoint them with the proof that he was not.

It was Hazmul’s intent that bitter disappointment soundly edge out any thrills or encouragement—a goal he had worked toward for six months now. With four thousand years of experience, he was well-versed in the ways of destroying a man and took particular pride in his ability to neutralize those servants of the Enemy who crossed into the battlefield of their so-called destiny.

It was a great and intricate dance, an effort that took time, patience, cunning, ruthlessness . . . and the ability to exploit a man’s weaknesses, day by day grinding away at his confidence. As king, Abramm had provided Hazmul many areas to exploit, but the richest had been the damage wrought by the morwhol. The day after its claws ripped through Abramm’s face and arm, Hazmul had teased to life the latent spore it had left behind. Before long, Abramm’s nearly closed wounds had suppurated viciously, his natural spore-intolerance erupting into a raging defense that left him fevered and bedridden for almost a week. When it was over, his left arm was twisted with red, ropy scars, and the marks on his face were far from being the thin, white lines his physician had predicted.

Now, after six months of living in denial, Abramm would face the reality of what he had become. Last night Hazmul had ignited his growing frustration with his arm into a confrontation with the one man able to really hurt him: his longtime friend and ally, Trap Meridon. Asked outright, Meridon had admitted he believed Abramm’s arm to be irredeemably incapacitated, an assessment Abramm had not received with good grace.

Today he would see the rest of what had been done to him—the facial scarring he pretended was inconsequential. Already struggling to escape the mental morass of bitterness and self-pity into which Meridon’s revelation had plunged him, Abramm’s shock at seeing his new face should push him in so deep he would be helpless against the attack Hazmul had planned for the final act of today’s little drama.

“His aura this morning has been consistently blue-black and murky,” Vesprit reported now, “and the frequency of coruscation has fallen off dramatically. I don’t see him recovering before the ceremony.”

Hazmul turned his attention briefly to the tendril he’d had on the king since early last evening, confirming Vesprit’s report. Abramm was still being dressed in the royal bedchamber. And while Hazmul could not read his thoughts at this distance—not an easy task even in the same room—Abramm’s emotional state came through clearly in the low, throbbing tones of despair.

“Probably not,” he agreed, “but I don’t want to take any chances. He’s surprised us too many times before.” Below him the noblemen and their ladies flowed from the palace in an almost continuous stream to board their carriages and wheel away. “What of Madeleine? Were you able to plant the images I suggested?”

“Her guardian put up a strong fight, but we prevailed.” The frequency of Vesprit’s essence intensified with admiration and approval. “You called it perfectly, sir. We tapped something so strong it shocked her right out of the dream.” A trill of amusement whirled through Vesprit’s vibrations as he added, “Her aura was blue-white when she awakened, then immediately turned to scarlet.”

“Did she tell anyone what she’d dreamt?”

“Not a word. But she sat there in the bed for at least twenty minutes, her face in her hands, before the color returned to normal.”

“Weeping?” Hazmul sipped again from his cup.

“No. She was more horrified and confused. And still aroused, despite it all. She seemed unable to settle that part down.” Vesprit paused. “How did you guess her feelings for him were so strong, sir? We’ve all noted their attraction to one another but we had no idea hers was that powerful. She had to have been hiding it even from herself.”

Hazmul allowed himself a small smile. “I’ve had a lot of experience with these creatures.” He checked the tendril on Abramm again: still no change. “You’re sure she’ll have no contact with the king this morning?”

“She may not even attend the ceremony, sir. When I left, she was still in bed, her maid worried she’d taken ill.”

“Good. Even a chance meeting in the hall could be disastrous. Her influence on him is too great.”

“Don’t worry, sir. We’ve got the double rank of guards on her as ordered, and her brother, that idiot Leyton, is on his way to her chambers as we speak. Though, truly, sir, I doubt she’ll be able to look Abramm in the eye for days—let alone speak to him. She is as rattled as I’ve ever seen her. It was a masterful blow.”

Again Hazmul nodded. “Sounds like she’ll be no help to him during the ceremony, either, which is what I’d hoped. What about the miniol? Has anyone noticed it yet?”

“No, sir. But even if they sensed something, it would never occur to them to inspect the stone.”

Captured by Alaric the Bold six hundred years ago, the border stone had been set beneath the Coronation Chair to symbolize Kiriathan authority over the borderlands. A benign participant in countless Kiriathan coronations, no one had any reason to suspect it harbored an ancient evil that might one day rise to take its revenge.

Hazmul asked a few more questions, gave Vesprit his final instructions, then dismissed him. Below, the carriages continued to emerge from the fog to his right as others rolled away from the palace stairs to his left. About now they should be hitching up the king’s vehicle, unaware that an illicit nighttime jaunt across the Royal Preserve in the hands of two witless stable boys had cracked its front axle—a crack that would be made manifest to all in about an hour or so.

Hazmul smiled at the moving carriages. It never hurt to put redundancies into one’s plans.

He touched the tendril again and went alert with the change he sensed in it: sharp fear alternating with self-condemnation. The question of uncovering the bedchamber mirror had finally been asked. Excellent. Are you going to look at them, Abramm? he thought wryly. Or are you too much of a coward?

He waited, but nothing happened.

“Sir?” The human voice, startlingly loud, intruded upon his mental surveillance. He turned to find his manservant standing in the bedchamber doorway holding a heavy overcloak. “It’s time,” the man said.

With a sigh, Hazmul set his teacup on an end table and strode toward the servant. Well, you rarely get everything to go as you wish, no matter how brilliant and well-executed the plan.

But just as the servant placed the cloak upon his master’s shoulders, a shock of dismay and anguish leaped through Hazmul’s connection with Abramm, the emotions so strong they made the rhu’ema’s borrowed body shudder in sympathetic vibration. And brought a smile to his lips. Then again, sometimes you do.
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Earlier, as Hazmul had lingered in his east-wing apartment monitoring the king’s emotional state, the king himself stood in the royal bedchamber, gritting his teeth against the pain and bitter humiliation of having his left arm tugged like a sausage through the sleeve of his diamond-crusted doublet. Though his valets had had to work with the stiff and withered limb for almost six months now, and Abramm was well accustomed to the pain that accompanied the way they had to bend and stretch it to get it into his sleeves, it all seemed worse today. Partly because his doublet’s stiffness and tight cut made it especially difficult to don, and partly because the whole operation kept bringing to mind the bitter knowledge that his arm would never get any better. That he really was disabled.

The garment settled onto his shoulders, its diamonds sparkling around him as Haldon tugged the front edges together and set to fastening the long line of buttons that held it close about Abramm’s torso. Barely had he begun when, behind the ring of older servants, young Jared cried out and began stomping the life from yet another of the many staffid that had come after the king that morning. As he picked up the smashed carcass and went to throw it in the fire, a page hurried into the bedchamber, stopping in the spot Jared had vacated and dropping a quick bow.

“They said Lady Madeleine has not come by yet, sir,” the blond lad reported breathlessly, speaking of the men on guard in the apartment’s anteroom.

“Thank you, Harry.” The intensity of his disappointment surprised him. After all, Maddie hadn’t said she was coming, and he had no reason to expect her, busy as she had to be on this coronation day. But he’d grown accustomed to her checking in with him each morning, and though she could still annoy him to distraction, he found her presence buoying. And today he felt keenly the need to be buoyed.

In the half year since his triumph over the morwhol at the Valley of the Seven Peaks, nothing had gone right: The Mataio remained a threat, Gillard’s supporters remained elusive, and every project Abramm had initiated to prepare for the coming Esurhite invasion was plagued with problems. While his nobles resented and sought to stymie his attempts to wrest aid from the Chesedhans on the one hand, fires, epidemics, food shortages, insane military commanders, shipyard accidents, and freak storms frustrated his efforts to build up Kiriathan defenses on the other.

Naturally, it hadn’t taken the Mataio long to capitalize on the situation. Borne by anonymous pamphlets, its leaders’ views flowed into Springerlan’s streets and taverns, continually rehashing the king’s many problems as they denounced him as a fraud, attacked his motives and his character, and gave specific voice to the doubt on everyone’s mind these days: If Abramm was Eidon’s choice, why had his reign been so obviously cursed?

Today’s coronation was supposed to resolve the matter, the conferring of the regalia being a sign of divine anointing. Tradition required the ceremony be cleanly executed, however. Accidents, delays, embarrassing missteps, or bad weather would all be counted as ill omens. So would any fumbling with the regalia when they were bestowed, and Abramm had already dropped the practice Orb of Tersius several times during rehearsals. Those who wished him ill were predicting he would do it again today and thus provide “unequivocal proof” that Eidon’s hand was against him.

In addition, Abramm’s advisors believed Bonafil meant to denounce him openly during the ceremony itself, and all the Terstans on his cabinet were convinced he would come under direct rhu’ema attack as well. To face all that, he must be strong and confident in the Light. But after the barrage of difficulties that had assaulted him in the last day or so, he was about as deep into the Shadow’s grip as he’d ever been.

Yesterday had begun as this one had: without Lady Madeleine’s morning appearance. That was followed by a nasty argument with his uncle over the Chesedhan treaty, then yet another practice wherein he dropped the orb, not once but three times. He’d spent the midday meal brooding over it all, fighting to break free of the Shadow’s increasingly protracted holds on him.

Then, as if timed to arrive precisely when it would do the most damage, a copy of the latest pamphlet was delivered to his hands. The most vitriolic yet, it pointed out that not only had Eidon failed to bless Abramm’s projects, he’d also declined to heal him of his wounds, leaving him hideously scarred and maimed for life. Why, the writer had asked, would this be so when Eidon’s own Words of Revelation demand that his servants be without flaw?

Even before Abramm finished reading, he knew who had authored it: rhu’ema. Yes, the elusive Darak Prittleman was doubtless the human vector, but this was far too close to the mark to have come from anyone but the rhu’ema—both in the words and in the timing. Even knowing that, Abramm had been knocked solidly into the Shadow’s control, from which he’d initiated that misbegotten conversation with Trap Meridon and come face-to-face with a reality he’d long suspected but been unable to consider until now: that he was, indeed, permanently disabled. The thought still made his stomach churn and brought cold sweat to his brow.

Haldon finished buttoning the doublet, adjusted the cravat, then pulled sharply at the cuffs of Abramm’s underblouse while Smyth fastened the five golden chains of Abramm’s kingly rank across his chest and Durstan belted on the empty sword harness. As they laid the red velvet cloak across his shoulders, a staffid that had infiltrated its folds scurried down his arm. Haldon immediately knocked the vermin away, and this time young Harry had the honor of stomping it to death as Abramm’s valets stood by looking pale, chagrined, and frustrated. They had searched his bedchamber numerous times this morning but failed to find nest or sack. Bowls of onions had been placed throughout Abramm’s apartments, yet still the things came, as if materializing from the air itself.

“It’s all right,” Abramm said, wrist tingling with the spawn’s proximity. “We’ll solve this mystery later. For now, let’s proceed.”

And so they did, Haldon tying the cloak across Abramm’s chest as the others pulled and straightened the garment’s train around his feet. When all was properly arranged and no more staffid had appeared, they stepped back to assess the results of their efforts, studying him with silent, grave expressions.

Finally, he frowned at his grand chamberlain. “That bad, is it?”

Haldon gave a start, then a ghost of a smile. “Hardly, sir. You look magnificent.” He gestured to the full-length mirror draped in heavy white linen. “Would you like to see for yourself?”

Every man in the room gasped, gazes flying to the chamberlain in alarm, while Haldon himself paled and gulped with astonishment as if he, too, couldn’t believe what he’d said. It was only then that Abramm acknowledged the mirror had been covered for months and he’d never once commented on it. Nor had he told anyone to uncover it.

“Was it your idea to drape the mirror, Hal?” he asked, nodding at it. A red flush replaced the pallor in Haldon’s weathered cheeks.

“’Twas Count Blackwell’s idea, sir,” Smyth volunteered, when Haldon couldn’t find his tongue. “Though we all agreed he was right in not wanting to add to your distress. We planned to wait until you asked.” He flicked a glance at the chamberlain, whose gaze was now fixed upon a point beyond Abramm’s shoulder.

“But I didn’t ask, did I?” Abramm said.

Haldon’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “No, sir. I don’t know what I was thinking to suggest we unveil it now.”

And after Trap’s revelation last night, I certainly don’t need to have my nose rubbed in any more of my losses. My mood is foul enough as it is.

Good advice, and he almost took it. Until he realized what a coward he must look to these men—afraid even to look at his own face!—and ordered it uncovered after all.

Haldon’s eyes darted to his own, his long, wrinkled face frowning. But he only said, “Yes, sir,” before grasping a fold of the linen and stepping back. The pale fabric rippled free to reveal the wooden-framed reflection of a tall, blond, straight-backed man dressed in white, his diamond-covered doublet glittering in the lamplight beneath the crimson robe flowing from his shoulders. The diamonds and velvet and golden chains of rank, the powerful shoulders and commanding stance, the stern brow and determined set of the jaw all hit him in a half heartbeat of time, bearing a sense of strength and regality that hardly registered as his eyes focused on the face and horrified shock swept away all else.

Twin tracks of shiny red scar tissue, the inner one thicker and more ragged than the outer, slashed the familiar features from brow to jaw, in no way “barely noticeable.” Discomfort writhed within him, pressing him to turn away. Disbelief held him steady as his left hand lifted to awkwardly stroke the scars, fingertips rough along their tight and tender length.

“They’re so wide,” he murmured, “and red.” I never should have let them shave the beard. At least I’d have something to mask them with, even if Maddie doesn’t think the wild mountain look appropriate. Better that than this.

“It’s only been six months, sir,” Haldon said quietly.

“They’ll draw every eye like filings to a lodestone. The Mataio will have the happiest day of its history.” His arm fell back to his side.

No wonder they’re saying I can’t be Eidon’s. And when I go out there today, when they all finally see me for themselves, they’ll be more convinced than ever the lies are true.

He found himself struggling to breathe, hands trembling, knees weak and wobbling. Anguish wailed through him. Why have you done this, my Lord? I trusted you!

A thumping of footfalls preceded the arrival of Shale Channon, captain of Abramm’s Royal Guard. He burst into the bedchamber full of trouble to report, but the moment he saw Abramm standing among his valets he stopped to stare, wide-eyed and slack-jawed. Another wave of painful self-consciousness seared through Abramm’s soul. Then he took hold of himself, the effort sharpening his voice as he asked Channon why he was there.

The captain drew himself upright. “Sir, the front axle o’ yer carriage has broken. It canna be fixed, and so—”

“Broken? Didn’t you inspect it just yesterday?”

“Aye, sir. The master o’ coachmen is guessin’ a crack, sir. Prob’ly got wet when the coach was washed yesterday an’ didna dry completely. When the temperature dropped last night with this storm, it froze and split the wood. ’Tis Eidon’s mercy alone the thing slid off the lane comin’ up from the coach house. Otherwise it surely would’ve snapped when ye hit th’ drop goin’ into Talwether Square. And what a mess that would be.”

A mess and a mishap of gargantuan proportion. A sure sign of Eidon’s displeasure with Kiriath’s newest king. Not that anyone would need additional confirmation after one look at his face. Chagrin piled upon chagrin. Maybe he should just cancel this whole thing, abdicate as half the realm wanted him to, and leave the rule to Gillard. Even if he was lying unconscious in the Chancellor’s Tower.

“With all th’ carriages in use,” Channon went on, “Princess Carissa has offered ye hers. She’ll take Prince Leyton’s, who’ll move with Lady Madeleine t’ Duke Simon’s, who’ll take either Duke Oswain’s or th’ one we’ve reserved for Cap’n Meridon after the ceremony. They’re working it out now.”

Which would cause a dreadful delay and birth a host of bruised egos and hard feelings. Again he thought of turning his back on it all.

And wouldn’t your enemies love that? asked a dry, familiar voice at the back of his mind. They win the final confrontation by default. But, then, you know as well as anyone that the best way to win a war is not to have to fight it at all—or have you forgotten that you are fighting a war here? An invisible war, of course, fought against the unseen rhu’eman enemies who were unquestionably responsible for all that had befallen him of late. The broken carriage would be laughably obvious, if not for the serious repercussions it carried.

Jared had been whispering into Haldon’s ear, and now the white-haired chamberlain straightened from their conversation and cleared his throat. “Perhaps His Majesty could dispense with the carriage altogether,” he said when the captain looked at him, “and ride Warbanner instead.”

Channon’s eyes widened. “Warbanner’s been in the pasture all week, m’ lord. He’ll be muddy and shaggy and—”

“Apparently not.” Haldon glanced down at Jared, who squared his shoulders under the combined gazes of captain and king.

“We brought him in yesterday, sir,” the young man said to Abramm. “Gave him a bath and a trim, combed out his mane and tail, and left him in a clean box stall in the Green stable.”

“We?” Abramm asked.

“Philip Meridon and me, sir. And Lady Madeleine. It was her idea, in fact. Said it wouldn’t hurt to have him ready in case something went wrong.”

Madeleine. That explained how they’d handled Banner. Maddie had an uncanny touch with the horse. And an uncanny ability to anticipate Abramm’s needs—though he doubted her actions yesterday were solely about that. More likely she was trying to escape her brother, Prince Leyton, with whom she’d fought that morning. And it would be just like Maddie to spend the day before the most important social event of the year down in the stables washing a horse. The thought almost made him smile.

“I do na think it’d be proper for ye to ride to yer coronation on a warhorse, sir,” said Captain Channon, frowning. “Twill be called an ill omen.”

“And my broken carriage will not?” Abramm shook his head. “No. Warbanner is clearly the better solution. And frankly, I’d rather ride than sit in a carriage.”

“I’ll see to it, then, sir.”

Channon took his leave, and with him went the brief respite Abramm had enjoyed in his presence, even if he had brought news of trouble. At least the carriage hadn’t broken on the way to the Hall of Kings. And Maddie’s foresight in preparing Warbanner was a welcome development indeed. A thread of hope wove through his despair. Maybe things wouldn’t turn out as badly as he feared.

He noted the mirror looming to his right, its reflected figure tauntingly vague at the edge of his vision. Maybe the scars weren’t as bad as he’d first thought them, either. Maybe the shock of seeing them for the first time had made them seem wider and redder than they really were. Maybe another look would be more objective, give him reassurance.

It did not. Confronting that face in the mirror again only showed the scars as raw and savage as ever. Again they knocked his thoughts reeling and made him want to crawl out of his own skin. Whatever relief he’d enjoyed through the distraction of the carriage incident and his amused affection for Maddie’s ministrations was lost in a renewed storm of bitter despair. That cannot be me. Surely that is not me.

“Sir, truly they are not as bad as you think,” Haldon said quietly. “We all have become so accustomed to them we hardly see them anymore, and . . . they’re nothing to be ashamed of, anyway.”

“Eidon does not scar and maim his servants, Hal.”

“That passage refers to a different time and mode of service, as I am sure you are aware, sir. In truth, Eidon has dealt quite a few hurts to his servants, all in the name of their blessing and his glory.”

“I see very little of either in this situation,” Abramm retorted. “And when I go out there in the next few moments, everyone will see the Mataians and the pamphleteer are right. For how can I be Eidon’s and look like this?”

Haldon looked at him very directly, swallowed once, then jerked up his chin and said, “No, sir. The question is how you can be Eidon’s and think like this!”

Abramm stared at him, shocked by the stern challenge in his voice as the other servants gaped in astonishment. Then his anger flared. He was about to erupt when the dry, mental voice said, Why don’t you save that energy for your real enemies and pay attention to what this man is saying? Or do you really mean to give it over to them without a fight? Whining and mewing like a babe, simply because you’re not as pretty as you once were.

That’s not it!

Then why are you making such a fuss?

Abramm’s gaze switched from Haldon to the image of himself in the mirror.

You said once that you would accept whatever Eidon made of you, observed the voice in his head. That you would give up everything you had for his sake. Apparently you didn’t really mean it.

I did mean it! I just . . . didn’t think he would do this.

And that was the sticking point. Deep down, he had not believed Eidon would maim him. So long as he maintained his devotion to the Light and the Words and worked very hard, he’d counted on being rewarded with a full recovery. When the time came to go before his people to be crowned, he’d expected to be whole and well, astonishing everyone with the power of his God.

Instead his arm was truly disabled and his face forever scarred, and Eidon had let it happen. For my blessing and his glory . . .

He stared at his lean, hawkish countenance, at the twin tracks of scarlet that slashed it, struggling to comprehend how this could be for his blessing, struggling to find even a vapor of comfort in the thought. But he found only bitterness and fear, rising by the moment as he realized he would soon have to go before his people and show them what Eidon had made of his “servant.” He closed his eyes, blotting out the scarred face, the surrounding servants with their pitying expressions, the velvet brocade drapes and the mahogany sideboard.

Down in the valley, the university clock began to toll the hour as across the room the door opened and closed. Soft footfalls approached, a whispered exchange ensued, and after a moment Haldon cleared his throat.

“Sir?” he said quietly. “They’re ready for you now.”
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With the strains of Mandeville’s Second Concerto ringing in the air around her, Lady Madeleine Abigail Clarice Donavan, Second Daughter of the Chesedhan King Hadrich, finally reached the bottom of the Hall of Kings’ sloping central aisle and turned right. Heart thumping against her ribs, she angled across the open forestage in time to the music, her brother, Crown Prince Leyton, at her side. Together they headed for the royal box beside the granite outcropping that was the hall’s stage. In the eastern alcove beside them, an audience glared down at them, just like the larger audience now at her back had glared as she and Leyton had come down the aisle. At least no one had thrown anything or shouted insults. Yet.

Leyton led the way up a short stair into the velvet-swagged box and along the front row to Simon Kalladorne’s side, where he pivoted to face forward. Maddie followed suit, leaving the chair immediately to her left the only one in the box still waiting to be claimed. A raft of the highest nobles in the land stood on the risers behind her, their hostile gazes beating against the back of her neck. Few of them liked her much, anyway, and seeing her standing as her sister’s substitute in the place of highest honor beside Kiriath’s own crown princess only made things worse.

Leyton Donavan had arrived three days before the coronation with the news that his father, King Hadrich, had agreed to the marriage alliance Abramm had proposed. Seeing as the prospective bride would not arrive for at least another month, everyone believed they’d be discussing the matter for weeks. Instead, not twenty-four hours after Leyton’s arrival, Abramm had shocked them all by putting his own signature to the treaty. His privy counselors—and everyone else, for that matter—were still reeling from the speed of it all.

Even Maddie had been surprised. Surprised. There was an understatement.

The thought knotted her stomach and stirred dangerous memories of last night’s dream—the kind you wanted to forget the moment you woke up and realized it was a dream, because you would never do the things you had done in it. In fact, it was hard for Maddie to accept the fact she’d even dreamt of doing them. And yet the very passion that had made the thing so scandalizing had also burned its images indelibly into her mind . . .

He stood before her in the practice hall, holding her hands and gazing into her eyes. Even though Briellen stood nearby chatting with the courtiers, Maddie could not make herself look away, not even when his hand slid about her waist and pulled her to him—

Oh plagues! Think of something else.

Grimly, she focused on the rough granite stage below, the High Table of the Regalia to her right and the tall-backed Coronation Chair directly before her. To her left, just beyond where the granite sheared down to meet the carpeted forestage, stood the Receiving Throne on its five-stepped dais. Beyond it, a sea of faces flowed up the natural amphitheater along which the Hall of Kings had been built. Vertical white banners bearing Abramm’s dragon-and-shield coat of arms dangled above the restless crowd. At the height of the slope, a drapery-lined passageway beneath temporary wooden balconies led in from the front anteroom. Kiriath’s crown princess was just now emerging from its opening to start down the aisle. Once she had taken her place in the royal box, Abramm would begin his own procession.

The thought quickened Maddie’s pulse and sent warmth flooding through her again . . .

Leyton leaned against her to murmur something, and she flinched, embarrassment flaming her face. Thankfully, he was looking toward the back of the stage, and she could gather her scattered thoughts without having to field questions about what was wrong with her.

Then she saw what he was looking at and realized she needn’t have worried: the regalia. Or, more specifically, the Crown of State, looming above the other implements on the white silk cloth. To hear Leyton talk about the crown, you’d think the thing had been sent by Eidon himself, when it was clearly just an ostentatious monstrosity designed by men to impress other men. Its heavy gold base and transverse arches were cluttered with jewels of all shapes and sizes—its maker obviously ascribing to the “more is better” aesthetic. But Leyton was obsessed with it and oblivious to the way his constant talk of it only increased the paranoia of a court that had already openly suggested he’d come to steal it. She’d tried to warn him, but as always, he’d waved her off.

Disgusted, she returned her attention to Carissa, who was now halfway down the aisle. Behind her, blue-tunicked royal guardsmen lined up in double ranks along the first quarter of the aisle in preparation for the king’s arrival, while on the narrow balconies in the side walls overlooking the crowd, trumpeters moved into position, their brass instruments flashing against all the gray. Very soon, assuming the disaster of the broken carriage had truly been absorbed and accounted for, the trumpeters would blare out a fanfare and Abramm himself would appear up there where the guardsmen were now.

As her heart stuttered into double time again, she took herself to task. He’s got a coronation to worry about. He’s not going to be paying attention to you, so how could he possibly learn about that ridiculous dream? You’re being silly.

Unless it wasn’t just nerves and embarrassment she was feeling. Unless the dream revealed more about her true desires than she wanted to admit, and some of this was actually—

It was just a dream, she told herself firmly.

So why did you dream it? Where did it come from?

I don’t know. Maybe Leyton’s harangue from yesterday morning set it off. He’d run afoul of the rumors that she’d been one of Abramm’s paramours and had taken her to task for three long hours, undeterred by her repeated and fervent denials. Or maybe . . . maybe the rhu’ema put it in my head.

Why would they do that?

I don’t know. But they must’ve. Because it wasn’t me.

You’ve been attracted to him since the day you laid eyes on him.

Only because he was the White Pretender. And the killer of the kraggin—

And strong and smart and honorable, and not too bad-looking either.

No, not bad-looking at all . . . but so what? I’m not some Lovesick Sessily looking for her man. I don’t even want a man. Least of all a king. Which is precisely why this dream couldn’t have come from me. It was all out of character. Where would I even get the material for it? I’ve hardly ever been kissed, let alone—

Plagues! Her thought veered away from yet another all-too-available memory as embarrassment choked her. Why do you keep thinking about this? It was only a dream and it means nothing. Put it out of your mind and leave it there!

The wooden planks of the temporary box shook under her feet as Carissa climbed the outer stair and stepped into the royal box to claim the last velvet-cushioned chair. The musicians reached the end of their selection, and everyone looked up at the trumpeters. But the men did not move, and after a brief hesitation the orchestra launched into yet another piece.

Carissa sat down, and everyone else followed her lead in a great rustling of satin and silk. As the music spilled into the vast hall, the princess leaned against Maddie’s left shoulder and asked quietly, “How did you know the axle would break?”

Maddie turned to her. “I didn’t.”

“They’re saying you did.”

“And I suppose they think I caused it too.”

“Well, it was extraordinarily prescient of you to have gotten that horse ready.”

“After everything that’s been going wrong, it only made sense to have a backup. And I had the time to do it.” She said this last quietly, lest Leyton hear her. He had been furious at his inability to track her down yesterday after his morning harangue—naturally it hadn’t occurred to him to look in the work stable for her.

Carissa cocked a brow. “Every other noblewoman in the land is about to gasp herself into a fainting fit with the pressure of preparing for this day, and you had time to bathe a horse.” She shook her head. “It’s a good thing you’re the Second Daughter and not the First. You wouldn’t last one day as queen.”

Maddie snorted and turned her gaze to the rank of stone statues across the stage from them. “I wouldn’t even try.” Her sister, Briellen, was the one who had been groomed for that position, and Maddie well remembered all the lessons on language and diplomacy and deportment. She remembered the restrictions as well: Princesses who would be queen did not climb the masts, or swing out of the stable loft on a rope, or play in the mud by the catfish stream. Certainly they must never ride a horse bareback and astride, nor milk a cow, nor clean up manure. Princesses were not to speak their minds, must not read too much, or talk too much, or be too silent. Singing in public was unacceptable, and the making of songs was beneath them. Above all else they must be obedient. Or else learn how to manipulate those in authority over them so they might look as if they were obeying.

“You dreamt of Abramm last night, didn’t you?” Carissa said, breaking into her thoughts.

Maddie had no idea how she managed not to flinch. Oh, Eidon, please. She didn’t share it, did she? I will die of shame. I will absolutely die.

Shortly after Abramm had slain the morwhol, the two women had discovered their mutual connection to his dreams. Maddie had not thought this was one of them, and now she felt about to choke on the fear she’d been wrong.

“After what Meridon told him yesterday,” Carissa went on blithely, “it’s hardly surprising he’d dream of fencing. Even that bizarre contest for your sister’s hand makes sense.”

Horror prickled across Maddie’s skin, for her own dream had involved her sister and the fencing practice room, too.

“What did Meridon tell him?” Maddie asked warily.

Carissa was frowning at the white-robed Mataians seated in the front row of the main audience and now turned back to Maddie with raised brows. “You didn’t see Abramm this morning?”

“I barely made it to the palace entryway in time for the procession. You would not believe the troubles I had this morning.” Troubles facing my maid, troubles getting out of bed, troubles looking at myself in the mirror, troubles being here at all. “What happened?”

Before Carissa could answer, a muffled boom that sounded as if it had come from up in the anteroom drew their attention. It was apparently nothing, most likely a door slamming or some partition falling over. But long after Maddie had made that deduction, the crown princess continued to stare toward the main hall. Just as Maddie was about to ask her what was so interesting, she turned back and finally answered Maddie’s question.

“Last night after practice, Abramm made Captain Meridon tell him what he really thought about him getting back the use of his arm.”

Maddie gaped in horror. She knew very well what Meridon thought about Abramm’s chances of a full recovery.

“Abramm asked him outright,” Carissa said. “It wasn’t like he had a choice.”

“Certainly he had a choice. He knows the future no more than Abramm does. And neither he nor Channon are even remotely objective about it. They act like he’s made of glass.” She shook her head, trying to calm the fury that gripped her. Of all the stupid, arrogant, impossible things to say! How could he have done such a thing? Bad enough to think it, but to actually—

She groaned aloud as a new thought hit her. Abramm had probably seen the scars on his face this morning, too, which would only make it worse.

Guilt at not having checked in with him assailed her with bitter force.

“They’re just afraid he’s going to get sick again,” Carissa murmured.

“Well, it’s ridiculous. His illness was spawn-induced. He’s over it now. Why don’t they back off and let him be who he is?”

“It was hard seeing him so close to death, Mad.”

Maddie kept her eyes fixed upon the Coronation Chair below, its dark Hasmal’uk stone peeping out from the shelf beneath the cushioned seat. She knew far too well how hard it had been to see him like that. Harder still having no one to share her terror with.

“I think it shocked them to realize how close we were to losing him,” Carissa said. “And then to find he’d lost so much . . .” She glanced back toward the Mataians again.

“Well, locking him in a closet is hardly going to change anything.” Maddie frowned and craned her head around Carissa’s form. “What are you looking at over there?”

The princess sat back sheepishly. She hesitated, then let out her breath and said, “That man there at the end of the row of Mataians—the big one sitting all hunched over. Does he look . . . odd to you?”

“No more so than any of them. Except perhaps for his bold and flawless posture.” Sarcasm sharpened her tone.

Carissa snorted agreement.

“Why do you ask?” Maddie pressed.

“I think he’s watching me.”

“I doubt he can even see you from where he’s sitting. Besides, his face is hidden in that cowl, so how would you know?” Maddie glanced again at the big man, who was, she realized now, sitting directly aligned with Carissa, his line of sight unobstructed by the royal box. But why would he be watching her? Just to unnerve her?

In point of fact, High Father Bonafil’s young apprentice, Brother Eudace, was watching them, his weird blue eyes driving a chill up her spine. Big and luminous, they reminded her of fish eyes, cold and almost inhuman.

Her thoughts returned suddenly to something Carissa had said earlier—about expecting Maddie to have gone to Abramm this morning to repair the damage Trap had done. The truth was, even if she’d known about it, she wouldn’t have gone. Because of the dream.

Meridon had no doubt cursed his loose lips all night, for it was truly not the sort of thing he was given to saying. And it was unusual for Abramm to have pressed him so insistently. Abramm knew how important it was that he himself go into this coronation with confidence and courage.

Her breath hissed softly over her teeth. I knew that dream didn’t originate with me. It was the rhu’ema. They wanted her flustered and off balance so she couldn’t go to Abramm this morning . . .

They’re manipulating all of us to get to him, she realized. He is going to be attacked today. Somehow, someway, in this place.

She glanced again at the Mataians, most of whom were apparently praying now, amulets glowering at their throats. She knew what sort of beings lived in those amulets. Her eye flicked up to the hammerbeam ceiling. Were more of them swirling around up there?

Suddenly another part of all this came clear to her, another reason why she’d been assaulted with that dream. It wasn’t simply her visits with Abramm in the morning that distinguished her relationship with him. There was also the link through Eidon’s Light they shared, something stronger even than the dream connection he shared with Carissa.

But . . . Oh, Eidon! How can I possibly reach out to him today? She didn’t think she’d even be able to look at him without thinking things she had no business thinking. And to get that close . . . Oh, please. Don’t make me do that.

At that moment the musicians completed their air and paused again. Conversation melted away, and as the last notes faded to silence, a roar arose from the square outside. She glanced again at the ceiling and shivered with foreboding.

Then on the balconies above the crowd, the trumpeters snapped to attention, their long brass horns held lengthwise before their bodies. The roar grew louder and her heart flew into her throat.

He’s here!
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As Abramm rode into the people-packed square outside the ancient Hall of Kings at the northwest end of the Mall of Government, the crowd’s roar buffeted him like a flock of birds, wings beating at him from all sides. The moist low-hanging clouds reflected their cheers so loudly his ears rang and his insides quivered. Warbanner pranced and sidled beneath him, shaking his head and snorting at the fluttering hats and kerchiefs and homemade shield-and-dragon banners. A roped cordon had kept spectators at bay until now, but here the crowd had squeezed passage down to the bare minimum.

A coach would have kept them back and eliminated the worry of someone being injured by the temperamental warhorse, but Abramm wouldn’t have changed it for anything. Riding Warbanner was the best thing he could have done. His left arm might not be able to button a doublet or clasp an orb, or even hold a dagger firm against the incoming thrust of a sword, but he could still ride, could still control the fiery young stallion with ease. That, coming after Haldon’s challenge and the words of the dry, mental voice whose origin he wasn’t quite sure of, had done much to right his thinking and restore his confidence—if not in himself, then at least in Eidon. For Eidon was the one who had brought him to this day, and he knew that, whether anyone else did or not.

He followed the path through the surging crowd, winding around a central statue clogged with onlookers and on to the bank of stairs ascending to the portico of the Hall of Kings. There he dismounted, bemused to find himself wishing he could ride into the building and all the way to the stage. As if a dumb beast can help me where the sovereign God of creation cannot . . .

Once inside he stopped midway across the Hall’s narrow antechamber so his attendants could remove his fur-lined outer cloak and pull out the train of scarlet velvet that had been pinned up for his ride, the whisper of their movements echoing in the well of its empty, high-ceilinged space. Directly ahead of him stood the velvet-hung corridor beneath the temporary balconies, framing a glimpse of the Hall itself. The audience there would receive him far more critically than the one he’d just passed through, many of them still angry about the marriage treaty.

His train in place, Abramm’s attendants stepped back and the men at the door looked to him expectantly. Dread shivered through him. Then, drawing a deep breath, he straightened his shoulders, lifted his chin, and strode forward. The men ahead turned to signal others, and as he stepped through the opening at the end of the balcony passway, the trumpets blared and the entire audience in that vast hall stood and turned toward him.

A sea of wide-eyed faces stared at him beneath descending ranks of long white banners, and suddenly he could hardly breathe. The steeply sloping central aisle seemed half a league long, the Receiving Throne on its stepped pyramidal dais at the end of it shrunken with distance. Having to march with agonizing slowness to keep time with the orchestra’s majestic processional, he saw over and over the dropped jaws and the widened eyes of surprise, and with every step grew increasingly aware of his uneven gait and the way his arm kept curling up at his side. His scars burned so fiercely he thought they must be glowing.

It was daunting and suffocating and overwhelming . . . and yet there were moments when his awareness shifted off of himself and the people reacting to him and onto the hall in which he walked and the fact he was here to be crowned king of the land in the full glory of Kiriathan tradition. Something as unthinkable as this had seemed impossible not even a year ago. Eidon had brought him here, no question of that.

Finally the end of the long aisle drew near, white-robed Mataians on his right in the front row, Trap Meridon in the aisle seat across from them: the place of honor for a man who had stood by his king through betrayal, slavery, and civil war, and would, for that service, be elevated to the peerage today. He met Abramm’s glance evenly, no sign of guilt or wavering, despite the rift between them. But that had always been Trap’s way.

Abramm angled past the Receiving Throne and on toward the granite mount, noting the Mataians’ glares as he passed them. That they were present and so openly hostile gave credence to his fear Bonafil meant to challenge him today. Might as well prepare himself to meet it, for all the ugly marring of this ceremony that would produce.

With the royal box looming ahead to his right, he climbed the short stair and stepped onto the ancient granite stage. The moment he did, he felt the unmistakable sense of unseen, malevolent eyes opening in grim welcome. His Terstan advisors were right: It wasn’t only the orb and Bonafil he’d have to deal with today . . .

At the mount’s edge, he turned back to face the great hall, his gaze flicking up to the shadowy network of beams overhead as the chief herald’s voice boomed through the heights, announcing his arrival and asking if the people would accept him.

They were supposed to burst out with a cheer of acclamation at this point. Instead, the herald’s voice faded into an accusatory silence that instantly returned Abramm’s attention to the crowd. The Mataians stood in the first rank across the forestage from him, closemouthed and smirking, their arms crossed upon their chests. His gaze drifted to the people beyond them, shock stealing his breath. Would they refuse to accept him? Would this crowning be over before it even started?

Then a single voice rang out, “I accept him.” A few echoed it, then more, the numbers gradually increasing until the majority of those present had approved. But it was a lukewarm acclamation, more dutiful than heartfelt, and it left him profoundly shaken. He turned to cross the granite toward the Robing Station just below the royal box, where the Keeper of the Regalia and his deputies waited. His train hissed loudly in the silence, and hostility pressed at him from every quarter, so that his stomach churned and his scars burned hotter than ever.

As he drew up before the Keeper of the Regalia, Lord Fortesque, the two deputies came round behind him to remove his scarlet cloak. Fortesque held a stiff floor-length garment supposed to represent Eidon’s Light, though it looked more like the wire mesh garment Abramm had suffered through the rehearsals with this last week. His cloak removed, Abramm turned toward the Robing Chair, seeing peripherally the nobles still standing in the royal box behind it. Muffled coughs and low creaks occasionally broke the silence as Fortesque slid the robe’s stiff sleeves up Abramm’s left arm first, then his right. At last it settled onto his shoulders, suddenly fluid and supple as if it were made of heavy silk. Startled and a little irked they’d made him use the awkward and uncomfortable practice garment, he turned his back to the chair and saw all three of the officials staring at the robe in open-mouthed surprise. Only then did he realize the wire practice robe really had borne a close approximation to the original. Until today.

He sat in the simple wooden chair and the robe swirled like water around him, sending a chill of wonder up his spine. Meanwhile those in the royal gallery sat down in a symphony of creaking and rustling, followed by the rest of the audience in a vast, extended susurration. Abramm did not think that any in the audience, save perhaps those nobles closest to the front of the box, had noticed the robe’s change.

He eyed the white-gold weave draped over his thighs. What did it mean?

Would he have Eidon’s special protection today?

Laughter erupted in his skull, high-pitched and mocking. Eidon’s protection! How naïve . . . How presumptuous . . .

The voice drew his eye to the tall, narrow Coronation Chair, now forward of his position on the stage. On a shelf beneath the velvet-cushioned seat lay the slate-colored stone of the border lords, placed there to symbolize the crowned king’s authority over those lands as well as Kiriath. The chair’s solid wooden sides and back hid it from the main audience, but he could see it clearly. And the moment he focused upon it, a blue light chased across its surface, then coalesced into a fuzzy glow at the stone’s heart, alternately revealed and obscured by shifting veils of darkness. His chest constricted with shock: A rhu’ema lived in the Hasmal’uk stone!

How could no one have noticed that? True, the chair’s shelf had lain empty during rehearsals, the stone brought out from the Jewel House only this morning. But since then, at least a dozen of the Terstans who were part of his royal guard had been down here securing the place. How could they all have overlooked such a menace?

And menace it was, waiting for him to sink right into its lap.

Light’s grace! I can’t sit on that thing!

But to refuse would make it appear as though he had been chased off, the very sign his enemies had predicted . . .

My Lord, what do I do?

The ceremony marched onward without regard for his concerns. Fortesque brought him the Coronation Ring, anointed him with the oil, and finally laid the jeweled sword upon his open, outstretched hands, none of which evidenced anything close to the change that had been wrought in the robe. By then fear had gained a hold again, churning like a restless serpent in his belly. He was so rattled he hardly heard Fortesque’s charging of the duties of the sword and uttered his own avowal purely by rote before sliding the sword straight into his empty sheath. Shocked faces betrayed the hideous breech of protocol—he was supposed to have handed the sword back immediately after his avowal. Suddenly it no longer mattered.

Whatever disasters he had envisioned for this day, none were as potentially devastating as this. And there was no way out, for now he must approach the Coronation Chair and take his seat to be crowned. Protocol already in shambles, Abramm risked a glance toward the audience. The white-robed Mataians sat stiffly along the front row, leaning toward him, eyes ablaze with the same baleful scarlet as their amulets. Above them darkness congealed in the intricate weavings of the ceiling beams. And in the stone beneath the Coronation Chair the blue fire burned brightly.

Reluctantly he crossed the stage to the chair, pausing before it to stare at the tall, dark-wood back with its carved images of Alaric’s coronation, its heavy side-pieces, its red velvet cushion, all gilt with the blue light. The rhu’ema laughed in his mind. I have you! I have you! it squealed like some vicious child at play.

You have to sit down, he told himself. Surely the change in the robe is Eidon’s promise of protection.

Just as he protected you from the morwhol? He cut off the bitter question at once, uncertain whether it had originated with him or elsewhere.

A mutter swept the audience. No doubt Bonafil was on the verge of calling out his denunciation. A quick glance showed the lowering darkness had obliterated the ceiling above the dangling banners, boiling out of itself and flickering with multicolored ribbons of light.

Abramm made himself turn around, his back to the audience now, an uncontrollable tremor in his gut. Silence gripped the chamber.

I’m not ready for this, he told himself. He could feel the people’s growing concern, the rhu’ema’s cackling triumph. The desire to flee swept over him—a wild, unthinking compulsion riding the memory of the morwhol’s claw dragging through his face when he’d trusted. He’d trusted! And what had it gotten him?

You have to sit down, Abramm. You have no other choice.

And so he sat. And the darkness took him, as he’d feared it would. The great chamber dimmed to near invisibility as old terrors arose from the grave of his memory: being pinned to the stable floor by Gillard’s friends, helpless to stop them from smearing him with horses’ dung; standing enchained and naked on the Qarkeshan beach, helpless to stop himself from being sold into slavery; helpless to stop the morwhol’s claws from tearing through his cheek, or Shettai from bleeding out her life on that Xorofin ledge . . . How could he protect a kingdom when he couldn’t even protect the woman he’d loved? When he couldn’t even protect himself?

A dark mist coiled around him, pinning his arms, squeezing his chest. Spangles of light twitched at the edges of his vision. Someone—it had to be Fortesque—loomed up before him, his form pulsating with the pale white glow of Terstan Light. The Keeper of the Regalia was Terstan? Abramm hadn’t known . . . Could Fortesque sense what was happening? Could he help? And where was Maddie? Surely she must know what was happening. Why didn’t she help him?

The dark coils squeezed him tighter, leeching his strength so that he sat weak and shaking, fearful he would be unable to hold even the scepter in what was normally his strong right hand, while his ruined left quivered with the agony of reignited spawn spore. Bonafil and Prittleman were right. He really wasn’t Eidon’s choice, after all. What people would ever want a scarred and maimed weakling as their king? Or one as flawed in soul and spirit as he?

Despite all your attempts at devotion, you still can’t make yourself submit to him, can you? Still can’t make yourself really trust him.

Distantly, Fortesque intoned the litany for presenting the Scepter of Rule, a long, thin rod now floating in front of Abramm, one end occluded by a lump of darkness.

You let the Shadow have you constantly, the condemning inner voice went on. You have no strength of will. No wonder your wounds festered. No wonder everything’s gone wrong. Why should he bless you when you’re so faithless? After all the time you’ve spent poring over his words, you should be strong in the Light. But look at you. You’re a disgrace and an embarrassment.

Shame twisted within him. It was true. He failed constantly, was failing now, in fact, and surely after all this time he shouldn’t—

Fortesque laid the scepter into his weak and shaking hands, which somehow Abramm had raised from the chair’s armrests unaware. He stared at the official’s shimmering figure as disembodied voices buzzed in his ears. The cool rod thrummed against his palms, reminding him that he was supposed to transfer it to rest along his right arm. But the voices were strong upon him, deriding him, urging him to lower his fingers just enough to let the implement fall, for surely he was not worthy of carrying it.

Behind him he sensed a flare of triumph and a sudden hardening of decision. Bonafil was about to stand . . .

And somehow the rod came to lie along Abramm’s arm, right where it was supposed to.

The Fortesque ghost disappeared, then wavered back into view carrying a thick clot of shadow. The orb! It must be the Orb of Tersius. The orb Abramm was going to drop the moment Fortesque laid it in his hand. That would roll off his palm and shatter on the granite beneath his feet.

Fortesque held out the clot. The buzzing increased and the shadow coils tightened further, so that Abramm’s breath came now in small pantings. Bizarre images flooded his mind—glowing spheres hanging in darkness, trees big as towers, strange, monstrous creatures walking among them. He felt the frenzied eagerness of the thing in the rock poised to invade his flesh and told himself that was not possible. The Words promised he could not be taken with the Light living inside him . . .

Somehow through all the confusion, he saw his left hand extend, palm up as if nothing were amiss, felt something cool and slick and heavy settle into it. And stay there.

It began to dawn on him that Eidon was working here. That what he was doing, he did regardless of rhu’eman distractions and threats—and Abramm’s own failure to withstand them . . . And rightly so. Neither his life nor his service had ever been about his own ability and strength. Whatever his failures, they’d all been dealt with on that Hill of Reckoning outside Xorofin, and Eidon was never the one who accused and condemned. Only his enemies did that. The rhu’ema. The Shadow within him. Eidon already knew what he was and had long since forgiven him.

As Abramm’s frame of thinking shifted, it was as if scales fell from his eyes. The clot of darkness dissolved, revealing the smooth milk-crystal sphere that was the orb lying in his palm. As he stared at it, its surface brightened steadily until it became a globe of brilliant white. A kelistar? he thought, squinting at it. Why confer upon me a kelistar? And why is it so heavy?

He looked up. Fortesque had been replaced by a lean sober-faced man with close-cropped white hair and a face scarred even worse than Abramm’s. Abramm hardly noticed the scars, however, caught by the man’s eyes, which were dark as the night sky and every bit as deep. Familiar eyes. My Lord Tersius?

He should not be sitting here, staring dumbfounded. He should be out of this chair and falling on his face. But he could not move—even though, he realized suddenly, the thing in the rock had released him, retracting its black coils down into the stone, where it huddled in abject terror, hoping to avoid notice.

Tersius vanished, and here was Fortesque again, holding the crown aloft between them as he intoned the litany of the crowning ritual. Light gleamed on its golden base and arches, reflected softly from the gigantic pearl at its top, and flickered in the myriad of precious stones. Abramm had seen his father crowned with this artifact and was now, incredibly, about to be crowned with it himself. His breath caught and his heart fluttered as Fortesque concluded his litany and called upon Abramm to take the Oath of Rule. Once he’d done so, Fortesque spoke the ritual’s final words:

“Remember always from whom you receive this crown: the King of kings and Lord of lords who grants all earthly power. You are but his hand. And you answer always to him. To whom much is given, from him shall much be expected.”

Abramm watched Fortesque’s arms lower toward him, felt the crown settle onto his head, pressing heavily into his brow. Suddenly the chair shuddered beneath him and a loud crack rent the silence. With a cry of rage, blue fire corkscrewed around him as the creature that had lived in the stone fled upward toward the shadowed ceiling. Fortesque stepped back, startled, and in the gallery spectators looked upward, murmuring in surprise, though Abramm doubted any had seen it as fully as he had.

And here was Tersius again, standing before him as Fortesque retreated to the back of the stage. Abramm felt the Light within him now, strong and warm and clear, though apparently none of the spectators could see that either. He frowned. If I truly am your choice, Lord, why won’t you make that clear to the people I’m supposed to rule?

“And why are you ever seeking to make your business that which is not your business?”

Abramm felt the blood rush to his face. Forgive me, Lord.

“You’re supposed to stand and face them all now.”

Thoroughly befuddled, Abramm did so, dropping neither staff nor orb, though the crown bore heavily upon his brow. Leaving the chair, he strode around it to the front of the stage where for the first time all those in the audience would see their king crowned. The herald was supposed to announce his name and the multitude cheer their new king, but no one moved and the herald said nothing.

Behind him, Tersius spoke again. “You have entered into the function of your destiny, Abramm. Are you willing to go forward from here? To be conformed to my image and so become a true witness of my Father’s power and grace?”

Of course I am
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