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Hanno stood before the gray stone castle, trying to work up his courage. The massive building looked like someone had taken all the houses in his village and stacked them up. Plus some barns. There were also guards, dressed in blue-and-silver uniforms and holding long spears. Holding them just for looks, he was sure. Not for stabbing people. At least, not today. Anyone was allowed in today. And then after today, he would have a place here, and everyone would know him. He just had to walk over and speak to them. He’d come this far. He wasn’t going to quit now, was he?

The thought of quitting and going home was enough to move Hanno’s feet up to the gate.

“Beggars are all inside already,” one of the guards immediately said, smoothing his black mustache with his fingers. The other one waved a hand, either shooing Hanno through the gate or chasing away a fly.

“I’m not begging.” Hanno paused, taken aback. What if he had it all wrong? News traveled slowly, from one person to another, to get to his village. “They said it was the king’s birthday. You can come and ask for a boon. I came all the way from—”

“Yeah, yeah. Guards don’t get boons—no one cares what we want, so we don’t care.” The mustached guard yawned.

The other guard waved Hanno in again. “Tell the scribe inside. Good-looking lady with her nose in the air.”

All right, then. Hanno slipped through the gate.

He found himself in a courtyard paved with smooth stones. On the other side was an oversized door, which was standing open to allow entrance to the castle itself. Inside, instead of the grand room he’d expected, the door led into an entryway crowded with people. Some were dressed like him, in clothes that looked homemade, while others had fancy city clothes on.

As he looked around at the crowd, someone at his elbow spoke up. “Welcome, can I start with your name, please?”

Hanno turned around. The speaker was a woman sitting at a little table he hadn’t noticed. She had on a red velvet tunic with glittery embroidered trim, but her fingers were ink-stained. The table held papers, pens, and ink bottles. “You’re the scribe,” he said. The odd guards had mentioned that he should see the scribe. “I’m Hanno. From the town of Marrow.”

She sniffed. “I’m the king’s bard, entrusted with this important task. Those fools at the gate think it’s funny to tell newcomers I’m a simple scribe.” Ignoring his stumbling apology, she wrote his name quickly in an elegant hand. “Hanno, I’m here to ask each person to explain why they are here. I’ll write down what you want, and the page will read it out for the king. We find that speeds things up. People get nervous if they have to speak in front of His Majesty, and sometimes they ramble.” She flashed a brief, impersonal smile at him.

“My request isn’t for the king. I need to speak to Lord Ottokar, please,” he told her.

She frowned at this. “What?” A drop of ink fell from her pen’s nib.

Hanno had known that his request would be a bit different from the usual. It was a day for asking boons from the king, but so far no one had told Hanno that he couldn’t ask one from the King’s Wizard instead. “I want to petition to be His Lordship’s apprentice.” He’d borrowed the line from an old story. No one was that formal when they asked to apprentice to the weaver or the blacksmith back home, but this was a special occasion. He wanted to be respectful.

The bard stared at him, her mouth slightly open. “Are you serious?”

Hanno smiled patiently. That was exactly what his father had said when he’d found out Hanno’s plan. “I believe the position is open.”

“Well, in a certain sense. It’s been a while since the last person asked. Most people got the message after he said no to every single one of them.” She looked Hanno over, taking in his worn clothing, carefully patched by his mother. “What makes you think he would take you when he wouldn’t take anyone else?”

Hanno had had plenty of time to think about this question on the long walk here. “Put down that I can already read and write,” he suggested. “People think you can’t get an education out in the country because the schoolteacher rides a circuit.” He gestured in the air to indicate the loop the schoolteacher made from village to village. “She serves so many villages, we only get school for part of the year. But the thing is, we also get other circuit riders. A minstrel, a priest, some traders. I got them all to teach me—anyone who knew their letters or numbers. Or a story or a song. Or who had been anywhere interesting. I’ve learned all the old stories and songs by heart, anything that talks about magic.”

Her eyebrows were about up to her hairline. “It’s not even clear that he could teach anyone if he wanted to,” she said. “He’s the only person who can do magic.”

“He’s the only person here,” Hanno said. “Other countries are full of magic users.” Hanno had no idea how magic worked, here or anywhere, but according to travelers, other countries had magic. Some places had so much magic that they treated it like an ordinary profession. But for some reason, there had been no magic in Eka, until somehow, Lord Ottokar had discovered, or reinvented, it. If it could be taught and shared in other countries, why not here?

“Well, obviously foreigners, but who knows if—”

“I think he could teach me. I think I can learn it.” Hanno had always learned anything he wanted to learn. Everyone in his village said how bright he was.

“Do you even know how many people have asked him? He’s turned them all down. You should consider—”

“No.” Realizing belatedly how often he’d rudely cut her off, Hanno hurried on. “I have to do this.” He just couldn’t let anyone talk him out of it at this stage.

She scribbled on the paper and thrust it at him with a snort. “Best of luck to you, then. End of the line’s right there. Next, please.” She turned away from him, already taking down the name of the next person in line.

Hanno gritted his teeth and went to the end of the line. That went well. But it didn’t matter what she thought. He only had to persuade Lord Ottokar.

All he’d wanted was to get off his parents’ vegetable farm. Was it so wrong to want a life that didn’t involve endless days of pulling weeds? The only thought he’d had for years was to escape. He had planned just to apprentice to one of the circuit riders and be a teacher or a minstrel himself. Then his parents had sat him down for the Talk.

Hanno was special, they told him. The most educated person in the village. He could maybe not just escape the farm himself but lift up his brother and sister along with him. He could change the lives of his entire family.

At the time, this hadn’t made sense to Hanno. Maybe he could be a teacher or something himself, but he still wouldn’t earn that kind of money. But they’d explained. They had a different future in mind for their special son.

The paper in his hands was yanked away. “You’re next. Let me see.” The speaker was a girl dressed in a stiff tunic, blue and silver to match the guards outside.

“I’m next? Now?” The room was so crowded. Hanno had expected to wait a long time.

The girl sniffed. “Most of these people are friends and family. They think if they show up in force, His Majesty will be impressed with the importance of their requests. Like I’d let them all in for a shouting match in the throne room.” Although she must have been several years younger than Hanno, she read the scribe’s paper quickly and silently, looking up at him almost immediately. “Hanno from Marrow. Marrow? Bones or squash?”

Hanno stumbled over this sudden and irrelevant question. “Uh, it’s named for the squash. Green summer squash.”

She laughed, quickly swallowing the sound with a glance behind her, as if anyone behind the massively heavy doors to the throne room might hear them. “And where exactly is Squash Town?”

“Four days’ walk to the north.”

“Four days! I didn’t know anyone lived up there.” She read the rest. “You want to be Lord Ottokar’s apprentice? Are you kidding? This just gets better and better.” She looked him over, just as the scribe had done. “He doesn’t take apprentices.”

“Can you just read it?” Hanno didn’t want to argue with some twelve-year-old kid. Even if she was really good at reading.

“I’d think this was a joke, except that I’ve never seen Lady Karol show a glimmer of a sense of humor.” She rolled the paper up in her fist like a scroll. “Lucky for you, I’m professional in front of His Majesty. When they start laughing at you, it won’t be my fault.”

Hanno swallowed. They wouldn’t laugh. She was just being rude, like she had been from the start. Lord Ottokar was an educated person who wouldn’t judge Hanno by his clothes. He’d give Hanno a chance to explain what a good apprentice he would be. Hanno was special. Everyone told him so. Lord Ottokar would see that too.
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Hanno had one second to wonder how the skinny page girl was going to open the massive set of doors before a large pair of footmen swung them open from the inside. She strode through ahead of him and spoke in a loud voice, with no trace of the mockery she’d used on him. “Hanno of Marrow.”

When she stood aside, Hanno saw an aisle with a long carpet. To either side were rows of chairs, some holding noble ladies and gentlemen. A couple of them turned their heads to look at him, but most were leaning in to chat with one another. Hanno’s eyes traced the long carpet to its end at the other side of the room, and he gulped. It ended in front of the throne. That must be His Majesty, King Alaric. Hanno had never seen him in person. All he could take in was a blur of blue and shiny silver topped with blond hair. Hanno could feel his heart beating in his throat, but it was even harder to turn his gaze to the person standing next to him. Lord Ottokar wore a long dark robe with symbols on it, nothing like anyone else’s clothing. Naturally. He was nothing like anyone else. Hanno was afraid it was rude to stare, but he also didn’t want to gawk around the room like a country boy. His knees wobbled. What had he been thinking, to come and talk to these people like he was buying vegetables at the market back home? Was it too late to change his mind and leave?

The page hissed at him, and when he didn’t react at once, she poked him in the ribs. “Move! Or do the footmen have to drag you?”

“No!” The image of being dragged up to Lord Ottokar’s feet like a rag doll horrified Hanno enough to force his feet to move. He wobbled down the aisle a few steps, and once he’d started, his feet kept going. He could do this. This was what he’d come to do. He even raised his head and looked at the king. Huh. King Alaric was only about his age, eighteen, but broader-shouldered, with yellow hair pulled back into a short tail under the crown. He looked surprisingly like a regular person, if you didn’t look too hard at the fancy clothes. Hanno bet if his sister was here, she’d say he was handsome. The thought made him briefly homesick, so he quickly banished it. No thinking of home, if he was going to get through this. He looked at Lord Ottokar instead.

His Lordship was perhaps ten years older than the king and had a stern and serious look, though maybe that was just the contrast between his pale skin and the black robe. Hanno tried to see him as a regular person too, just like the king. Somehow, he couldn’t. The king was just someone who’d been born to the right parents. Lord Ottokar had learned to command mysterious powers. There was something otherworldly about him, even just standing there quietly. Hanno gulped. It had been easier, back at home, to imagine himself standing next to that awful figure as his apprentice, as if he belonged there.

When Hanno was in front of the throne, the king asked, “And what does Hanno of Marrow wish?”

Hanno took a breath to speak, but behind him, the page said, “He has come to speak to Lord Ottokar, Your Majesty.”

He hadn’t realized that she’d followed behind him the whole way. As Lord Ottokar’s thin eyebrows shot up in surprise, she read the rest of it. “Hanno wishes to apprentice to Lord Ottokar. In support of his application, he states that he can already read and write.” She rolled the paper up in her hand, finished.

At least she didn’t add any attempts at humor. But a snicker ran around the room behind Hanno anyway. Those nobles were gossiping about something, probably. Half of them hadn’t paid a bit of attention when he’d come in. He stood up tall. “It’s true, Your Lordship. Your Majesty,” he added hastily. He couldn’t leave the king out of a conversation.

“I’m glad to know that even my more rural subjects are getting a good elementary education,” King Alaric said. He was smiling. That was good. Right? But what did he mean by “elementary” education? Hanno was the best educated person in Marrow. He probably just hadn’t explained enough yet.

“I can figure like a trader, adding up prices,” Hanno said. “I know a lot of Ekan history. Well, some. And a few ballads.” He wasn’t sure what was important. If Lord Ottokar would just speak up, ask a question...

His Lordship raised his hands in front of him, stopping Hanno. Thank goodness. “I congratulate you on all of that learning,” he said. The audience of nobles laughed again. The back of Hanno’s neck itched. It sure sounded like they were paying attention to him now. His cheeks warmed. What was so funny?

“Tell us what you managed to learn about magic, up in Marrow.” Lord Ottokar looked at him with a half smile.

No one had much to teach about magic, but Hanno had soaked up what he could. “A lot of Ekan stories talk about magic. But we’re pretty clear on those being just legends, not real history.” Once started, he warmed up to his favorite subject, as if he was talking his sister’s ear off back home. “We never had magic here, even though other countries did. That is, until Your Lordship’s remarkable breakthrough. Wouldn’t it be to Eka’s advantage to share that knowledge? Other countries have many magic users. Maybe we should as well.”

“A patriotic sentiment,” Lord Ottokar said. “Clearly you’ve put some thought into why I should take an apprentice, though I never have before.”

Hanno took a breath, ready to agree to that, but then stopped. Something sounded off.

“It’s refreshing,” His Lordship continued, “because most petitioners just go on and on about the private tutors their parents hired, and their trips abroad, which exposed them to various international magic styles, and so on and so on. They all just blend together after a while. You conveniently left all that out. It saves time.”

The words seemed to hit Hanno in the chest, knocking the breath out of him. Tutors. Trips abroad. Hanno had worked so hard, but of course, the wealthy nobles here had more resources and had done whatever they could to mold their children into the perfect apprentice candidates for Lord Ottokar. He couldn’t compete.

“As I’m sure the lady bard and the king’s page both informed you,” Lord Ottokar said, “I don’t take apprentices. I didn’t learn magic from a master, and I wouldn’t be able to teach it, even to a qualified apprentice. It’s very charming that you came and asked, though.”

King Alaric looked up from where he was conferring with the page, clearly only half listening. “It’s a shame you walked all that way, from... where was it? Only to turn around and go home.”

The page said something next, but Hanno didn’t hear it. He’d been so sure he’d get this apprenticeship. Why had he been so sure, so confident, that he was special? He’d been an idiot. He was special in Marrow, tiny little Marrow. Not here. The page was still speaking, bowing to the king. That was how to get out of here. Hanno imitated her bow and turned to follow her back down the aisle. Some of the nobles watched him with grins on their faces, exchanging comments with one another.

They passed through the big doors, which closed behind them. Hanno rubbed his hands over his face. “So, everyone can read and write here, huh?”

The page patted him on the shoulder. “Obviously. We’re civilized here. Not a bunch of ignorant dirt-digging louts. Look on the bright side, though. He turns everyone down, so what difference does it make that you’re the worst applicant he’s ever seen?”

Hanno looked around the entryway full of people that still had hopes and dreams. He hadn’t had a plan for what to do if he failed. “What am I going to do now?”

“Go home, like His Majesty said.” The page girl shrugged and turned toward the next person in line.
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Hanno found a corner and sat on the floor, trying to stay out of everyone’s way. Go home? He cringed at the thought. His family would welcome him back. Everyone would be sympathetic, sorry that he didn’t get the apprenticeship he wanted. Then they’d expect him to go along with his parents’ plan for his future.

They’d been so proud when they sat down at the kitchen table to tell him about how the richest family in Marrow had offered him their daughter’s hand in marriage.

“Emmina,” Hanno’s mother had said. “You remember her.”

Her parents owned a large and prosperous sheep ranch outside of Marrow. Hanno had met Emmina at festivals, when the family condescended to mingle with the mere townsfolk. “You mean that girl who’s always showing off her expensive dresses?”

“Oh, Hanno.” His mother smiled gently. “It’s natural for a young girl to be proud of a pretty dress on festival days.”

“It’s an amazing opportunity, Hanno,” said his father. “You’d inherit the whole ranch one day. You’d be wealthy.”

“They could help your sister with a dowry,” said his mother. “Much better than we could give her. And your little brother, we could send him to school full-time in town.”

And he could help his parents when they were old, Hanno had thought. Every year, the farm barely scraped by despite everyone working as hard as they could, and every year they said that next year would be better. It never was. Hanno didn’t want to spend the rest of his life like that. He’d made plans to escape but never thought that he could help his whole family rise to a comfortable standard of living. How could he say no?

But to be stuck out at the ranch, watching over flocks of sheep, counting them, hiring and firing the people who sheared them. Only coming into Marrow on market and festival days. It sounded almost as boring as life on the vegetable farm.

And he’d be married to the smug-faced Emmina.

“Sleep on it,” his father said. “We can talk again in the morning.”

So Hanno had gone to bed and stared at the ceiling. He told himself stories to try and cheer up. The people in stories had lives filled with adventure and magic. But Hanno couldn’t have that. He couldn’t see how to turn down the sheep ranchers now that they’d offered. He couldn’t pass up a chance to have the kind of money that would change his whole family’s life. If only there was a way to help his family without being stuck in such a boring life.

And that was when he’d had his brilliant, stupid idea.

Hanno sighed, shaking off the memory. The idea had seemed brilliant at the time. Everyone in Marrow thought Hanno was so smart and educated. He could become Lord Ottokar’s apprentice. It had seemed like the perfect solution. He could live in the castle, right in the middle of where important things happened. His siblings could get the lives they wanted, with his help, and he could send money to his parents. He could help them all while having the most exciting life he could imagine, learning magic and serving the king. Apprentices became masters one day, didn’t they? He could be known as Wizard Hanno one day, he’d thought as he’d walked day after day on his way to the city. What a dumb little-kid daydream. He couldn’t believe he’d walked four days based on that.

What was he going to do now? Go home, marry Emmina, and count sheep for the rest of his life? The thought filled him with dread. There must be something he could do to stay here. Even just living in the castle would already be better than living on the sheep ranch. He looked over at the bard, through the thinning crowd. Maybe he could apologize very humbly, and she would introduce him to someone who needed an apprentice, perhaps a scribe. Hanno would make a great apprentice scribe. He could live in the city and meet new people as they came in looking for his services. If he could just get some kind of position here, he could make money here in the city, he was sure. That king’s bard had looked well-to-do, compared with people in Marrow. Hanno could earn enough money here to help his family while living somewhere interesting, if he could just get his foot in the door somehow.

Heartened, he stood up and made his way to the bard’s desk. Lady Karol, the page had called her. As he got close, she looked around, but since there was no one else waiting to speak to her, she turned to Hanno, reluctantly. “Yes?”

“Lady Karol, I just wanted to apologize for earlier,” he began. “If I could explain—”

“No need,” she said with precise courtesy. “I’m sure you know best how to make your own choices.”

Hanno flinched. She had to know that he’d just made a terrible choice. “I suppose you know that I was rejected.”

“Perhaps next time you will take a moment to listen,” the scribe said. She began to pack her papers, pens, and ink bottle into a box.

“Yes, my lady.” Hanno reached out a hand. “I don’t suppose you know of any apprenticeships available. With a scribe or anything?”

She scoffed. “I’m afraid those positions are quickly filled here in the city.” She picked up her box and carried it out of the castle door.

Hanno watched her back until he couldn’t see her anymore. Most of the people in the entryway were trickling out after her. But if Hanno left, it would be like admitting that he was going home to marry Emmina. He sat back down instead, leaning his back against the wall. His sister, Vara, would laugh at him if she was here. She had, in fact, when he’d told her his plan to become an apprentice wizard. But he’d seen her face screw up when she heard her parents suggest that the sheep ranchers might give her a dowry.

“If I was living in the castle, maybe I could get you a job there too,” he’d said.

“Oh. A nice city job with no field of weeds in sight.” She smiled brightly and patted his shoulder. “Forget what I said. Best idea you’ve ever had. When are you leaving?”

This had finally caught the attention of their little brother. “Hanno’s leaving? I’m coming too!”

“It’s a four-day walk,” Hanno said, knowing that Fredi didn’t like long walks on his little legs.

“And then he has to face the scary wizard Lord Ottokar,” Vara added, making her hands into claws. “He’ll probably turn Hanno into a frog.”

Hanno glared at her, because Fredi’s eyes had bulged with fear. “I’m sure the King’s Wizard won’t turn me into a frog.”

“Maybe you could get me a present there,” Fredi said, compromising on being taken along.

“When he gets turned into a frog, he can catch you a fly.” His sister stuck out her tongue to show how frog-Hanno would catch the fly.

Mockingly, Hanno stuck out his tongue back at her, and, not to be left out, Fredi imitated them, until they all laughed.
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Hanno smiled now, even though he felt like there was a rock on his chest, squeezing the breath out of him. He missed his siblings so much after only a few days. He wouldn’t let them down. If he couldn’t find work here, he would have to marry Emmina and use the sheep ranch money to get a better life for Vara and Fredi.

“Hey. Squash Town.” Someone jostled Hanno’s shoulder. It was the page girl. “What, are you planning on sleeping here? His Lordship’s not going to have a sudden change of heart, even if you move in and live on this bench. Come on, do I have to spell it for you? Get. Out.”

Hanno stood up. “How did you get to be a page? Am I too old to be a page?”

She snorted loudly. “Um, yes. On the too old part. And also, it’s an honor the king offered to my family. Because we’re an old noble family who have been serving his family as pages and knights for generations. Not a family of squash farmers from Squash Town.” Her voice turned mock-serious. “Hey, I have an idea. Why don’t you come again tomorrow and petition the king to see if he’ll make you a page?”

Hanno gritted his teeth and headed for the door.

She followed behind him, announcing to no one, “Your Majesty, Squash Town wishes to be made a royal page. He may be a bit old but wishes Your Majesty to know that he can already read and write. Isn’t that remarkable?”

Mercifully, she turned back when he reached the courtyard. He could just make out her last couple of laughs. What a brat.

At the gate out of the courtyard, the two guards were still standing around, looking bored. That didn’t look like a hard job. Hanno braced himself. Even if people were mean here, he still didn’t want to go home and count sheep for the rest of his life. “Excuse me. How did you get to be guards? Could I be a guard?”

Both of them looked him up and down. “Can you use a sword?” one asked.

“No,” Hanno admitted.

“Any other weapons experience?”

Not unless farm tools counted. The war on weeds. “No.”

They looked dubious, but mercifully said nothing.

“I just need a job,” Hanno said, trying not to sound desperate. If he could just get something, anything, that would allow him to stay.

“Farald told me Taite’s pot washer quit,” the first guard said.

“What, another one?” The other guard shook his head.

“I know! It’s not that bad a job. Better than cleaning out the dog kennels, anyway.”

Pot washer. Hanno seized the idea gratefully. “Which way is the kitchen?”
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The guard’s directions took Hanno through a central courtyard, open to the sky but surrounded by walls. Hedges lined some of them, neatly trimmed. In one corner, he spotted the herb garden the guard had told him to look for and headed for it. The paving stones underfoot gave way to soft dirt. Plants grew in neat rows, and chickens pecked between them. There were two doors, one on each wall in the corner, but one had a clear path leading to it while the other looked like it wasn’t used. Hanno followed the muddy path and opened the door partway. “Hello?”

“If you’re bringing game, tell your master it’ll have to hang until tomorrow,” said a voice. “Even that lot can only eat so much.”

Hanno blinked. “No, I’m not.”

The door opened wider, and a man looked Hanno over. He was maybe in his late twenties, with his hair in a tail like the king’s. “Definitely not a squire,” he called over his shoulder, “unless some lord is really down on his luck.”

Hanno remembered his farm clothes again and blushed hotly. Then again, why should he be embarrassed? “I still wouldn’t trade shirts with you,” he said. The man’s shirt was covered in grease spots and had holes burned in it here and there. At least Hanno’s shirt was clean—well, clean-ish, and his mother had stitched up the ripped places.

The man’s eyes widened for a surprised second, but then he laughed. “And here I was, hoping I could talk you into a swap. What are you here for?”

“The guard out front told me you needed a pot washer.”

“Aha!” The man grabbed Hanno’s arm and dragged him into the kitchen. “Taite! A pot washer! Hook him before he escapes. I don’t want to do it again tonight.”

“It would be my turn tonight,” said a young woman in a black-and-white dress, meticulously wiping down the table. “Hello, what’s your name? Please be our pot washer.”

Before he could answer, the man pulled Hanno right past her and over to a short, stout figure. She was taking bread out of the oven. A wave of heat blasted over them, but only Hanno flinched. She set the loaf on the table, replaced the wooden oven door, and turned to face Hanno. Her gray hair was in a neat bun, and she wore a clean apron. Her head was barely as high as his chest, but her expression was fierce enough that he immediately straightened up. “You want to be the pot washer?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Just Taite. Where’d you come from? I’ve never seen you before.”

“I just came to the city today, ma’am. Taite.” Hanno decided there was no need to explain the stupid reason he was here if they didn’t ask. “I’m from a village called Marrow. My family are farmers.”

“Farmers. You probably know how to put in a good day’s work, then.” She looked him over like she was considering buying him. Unlike Karol and the page, she didn’t look down her nose at his patched clothing. Then she nodded. “You can have the job if you want it. It doesn’t pay a lot, and if you turn out to be lazy, I’m throwing you right back out.”

The grease-spotted man whooped and danced on the spot, so Hanno had to speak up to be heard. “Thank you!” It wasn’t much of a job, but it was somewhere to start. Now he had a place here, and he could stay. Hanno was sure that someone with his education and ambition could find a better job in the castle. He just needed some time to look around.
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Chapter 2
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ONE MONTH LATER

Hanno gritted his teeth, up to his elbows in greasy dishwater. He really hadn’t expected to be a pot washer for this long. How could there be so many pots to wash? He winced as Farald, still grease-spotted but now Hanno’s roommate, set down another dirty one next to him. He might live in the royal castle, but his life was no more exciting than it had been on his family’s farm, and he really missed his sister and brother.

He’d sent money home, but not much. Pot washers didn’t get paid much. His mother had sent him two letters, in the handwriting of the priest, who’d written for her, to politely thank him for the small amount of money. She’d mentioned in each letter that Emmina was still single. He could still come home and marry her, to inherit the sheep ranch.

The letters were also full of awkward questions. Had he gotten the apprenticeship with Lord Ottokar? Perhaps he had, she guessed, in the second letter, and this money was his apprenticeship allowance. He must be too busy to write to his family. Understandable.

Hanno hadn’t answered the letters. How was he supposed to explain that he’d stayed in the city to scrub pots? Instead, he’d spent every free hour wandering the halls and grounds of the castle, talking to every servant and guard about whether there might be a better job available. If he could just get a higher-paying job, he could write to his family that he had a plan. He could send them more money. They’d see that he didn’t need to come home and get married in order to help them.

The same answers kept coming up, though, week after week. No, thanks. No one was looking for an educated apprentice who could read and write. The castle was full of young, educated people who came with references. No one knew Hanno. Hanno was nobody special.

In the third letter from his mother, she’d threatened to come to the city and look for him if he didn’t answer. In desperation, Hanno had written a letter back to her. A dumb letter. A letter that was the dumbest thing he’d ever done, even dumber than the idea of coming to the city and asking Lord Ottokar for an apprenticeship in the first place.

He told them he was an apprentice wizard.

Hanno banged a clean pot down on the table, unnecessarily hard. It had seemed like he had no choice. His family expected him either to report that he’d gotten the apprenticeship with Lord Ottokar or to come home and get married to the sheep rancher’s daughter. So he said he was Ottokar’s apprentice. He had figured that he could always write again later, when he got a better job, and tell them that wizarding hadn’t worked out and he’d changed jobs to become a scribe, or whatever. That would sound reasonable. But he couldn’t tell them he’d chosen to be a pot washer, could he? He had to find something new that sounded good, something that made him sound like a success, before he could say that he’d failed at becoming a wizard. Otherwise, he might as well come home, right? He sighed. He missed his sister and brother so much that it would almost be worth marrying that Emmina and going off to count sheep for the rest of his life in order to see them again. Almost.

He scrubbed ferociously at the next pot, sloshing dirty water on his shirt. His clothes were always dirty now. Even after he washed them, they stayed dingy. He understood now why Farald, the assistant cook, was always covered in grease stains. Even if Hanno found a job opening now, who would hire him looking like this?

“Mail,” said a cheerful voice behind him.

Hanno turned to see Rikke, the serving maid, in her black-and-white dress. “You got a letter,” she told him.

Oh. This would be his family’s response, congratulating him on his magical apprenticeship. “Can you set it up on the shelf? I don’t want to get it all soggy.” He gestured at his soaked shirt and waved his wet hands. It was a good enough excuse to put off reading it. He wasn’t quite in the mood for glowing praise he didn’t deserve.

Rikke set the letter up out of splashing range. “The traders who carried the mail also had some news,” she said, with an important air.

Farald instantly set his knife down. “Talk.” Under Taite’s pointed look, he picked it back up and kept chopping vegetables. “Talk while I chop.”

“Her Ladyship, our future queen, is just about a day away, apparently. Should be here tomorrow.” Rikke leaned in, raising her eyebrows in enjoyment over getting to deliver this prime piece of news.

“Tomorrow! Finally.” Farald waved the knife expressively. “She took forever. You’d think Marildesia was on the moon. Or in fairyland.”

Hanno listened while he washed the next pot. He’d been too young to remember the war with Marildesia and therefore didn’t mind that King Alaric was engaged to a Marildesian princess. He gathered that some older people were angry about it, still thinking of that country as an enemy. But Hanno could see the point of it. They wouldn’t have another war that way. Eka had technically won, in the sense that they weren’t currently a province of Marildesia, but it had been brutally costly for both sides. No one wanted another war like that anytime soon.

“The traders passed her on their way here. They said she’s got a string of horses loaded up with baggage.” Rikke’s eyes half closed. “The ladies there are supposed to wear dresses that are just amazing. I can’t wait to see.”
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Hanno managed to finish washing everything in midafternoon, while the others were still cooking for the nobles’ dinner. There would be another round of washing in the evening, but for now, he had a bit of free time. He eyed the letter from home but guiltily left it in place. King Alaric might still be holding court, if Hanno hurried. The letter would keep until later.

He slipped out the back door of the kitchen. In the herb garden, the summer air felt cool in comparison to the kitchen. He forgot how hot it was in there until he came outside. And that was with just one oven going. They only used one wing of the kitchen these days. The other wing sat empty, collecting dust. Years ago, there had been more people living in the castle, Farald had told him. They’d had both wings full of cooks and both ovens baking all day. He tried to imagine the kitchen being that much hotter.

The kitchen cat, Mouser, banged her head into his shins, purring. Taite had a strict rule against feeding her scraps. Hanno sometimes broke that rule when no one was watching, so the cat was especially fond of him. “I didn’t bring you anything,” Hanno told her. “Later, okay?” She flicked her stripey tail at him for disappointing her, but he stepped over her and hurried over to the hiding place.

Rikke and Farald had introduced Hanno to it—a spot in the courtyard between the hedge and the wall. There was a small hole in the mortar between two stones where you could see right into the throne room. Rikke had to stand on a rock to put her eye to it, but Hanno was conveniently tall. It was handy sometimes to know what was going on, but servants couldn’t sit in the throne room among the nobles and watch events take place.

Hanno put his eye to the peephole and looked into another world. The room was full of elegantly dressed nobles. There was King Alaric up on his throne, blond and broad-shouldered, like he had stepped out of a tapestry. The rude page girl was standing in front of the throne with an old man and a young man who looked just like the people back in Marrow. As the girl explained something about cows, the old man looked frozen with stage fright. Hanno sympathized. The young man kept trying to interrupt the page, but she glared him down, despite being at least ten years younger.

King Alaric listened, turning his father’s signet ring around and around on his finger. Hanno hadn’t noticed that while standing there in the throne room himself, but when he was hiding safely away, he had time to notice all sorts of things. Like the way Alaric’s eyes turned to whichever person the page was talking about.

Lord Ottokar’s eyes were half closed, so it was hard to see where he was looking. He almost looked sleepy, though perhaps he was just concentrating. He probably wouldn’t do any magic today, since they were only listening to peasants petition for justice. Sometimes Hanno had been lucky enough to see magic, but that was only on special occasions, when big decisions had to be made. Not for commoners arguing about cows.

Hanno was just one of those farmers, as far as Lord Ottokar was concerned, and he’d marched right up and asked to be taken on as an apprentice. He still cringed every time he remembered it. Thank goodness for the hiding place. He could watch without having to see Lord Ottokar face-to-face.

The page had finished, and the farmers had both started talking at once. Ottokar interrupted the cow argument. “The crown should confiscate all the cows.”

Both farmers recoiled, aghast.

The king snorted. “We’ll do no such thing, Ottokar. But I see what you’re getting at. I’ll accept the calves under dispute, in lieu of the taxes you each owe the crown this year. Since you won’t be paying taxes in gold, you’ll be able to afford fence repairs. Each of you will repair your fences so that there will be no more wandering livestock.” He looked down at them pointedly. “I don’t want you back in here next year arguing about the same cows, or I really will confiscate them.”

Both of them bowed very deeply. Hanno wondered if Ottokar had been harsh just to scare them into cooperating.

The page shooed them down the aisle and out the doors. She returned immediately and announced, “No more petitioners today, Your Majesty.”

King Alaric rose from the throne. “School’s out, eh, Ottokar? Plenty of afternoon left. Want to go for a ride with me?”

“Hanno!”

The voice was behind him, not in the throne room. Hanno wiggled out from behind the hedge.

Rikke glanced around, but there was no one watching Hanno emerge. “Did you learn anything good? Were they talking about the new princess?”

“Just some farmers arguing about cows. Does Taite want me?”

She let out a tiny huff of disappointment that there was no new information. “Mixing bowls and things to wash. It’s piling up. Sorry.”

“They were done in there anyway.” He followed her back to the kitchen.

At the end of the day, Farald took the bucket of food scraps out to bury in the midden, Taite watching him through the window. She was a stickler for seeing that scraps were buried deeply and not left out to attract rats. Hanno filled up his pitcher of wash water and took his letter from the shelf, putting it in his damp shirt pocket. He and Farald climbed the stairs to the room they shared. It had two narrow beds and a washstand that held a basin for washing. Since Hanno was new, it had become his job to remember to bring a pitcher of water up every night, so they’d have water to wash in every morning. He set the pitcher down and sat on his bed. No more excuse to delay. He’d told the lie, now he got to see the consequences. He opened his letter.

Farald yawned. “What’s the news? How is everyone back home?”

Hanno stared at the letter, frozen in place. The words didn’t change, no matter how long he looked at them. His parents wanted to come to the city and visit him. The whole reason he’d told the lie about being the wizard’s apprentice was to stop them from coming to the city to drag him home, and now they were coming anyway. Because they were so proud. They wanted to meet his famous master, Lord Ottokar, the King’s Wizard. Vara wanted to see the city and try to get a rich husband (said their parents) and/or a comfortable well-paid job (said Vara) and never pull weeds again (they both agreed). Little Fredi was singing ballads with Hanno’s name in the place where the hero’s name usually went. They were all so excited. It was awful. Even worse than he’d expected.

He shared the blandest bit of the letter with Farald instead of explaining. “They’re fine. Except snails ate the cabbage crop.”

“Oh, well, I can see why they had to write and tell you at once. Why ever did you move to the city, when there’s excitement like that to be had in Marrow?” Farald flopped down on his own bed.

Hanno pulled himself together and tried to sound normal. “Like pot scrubbing is so much more thrilling.”

“Obviously, you can’t escape your heroic destiny.” Farald laughed. “Heroic amounts of work, when they suddenly demand a feast for the new princess tomorrow.”

He sounded like he was already falling asleep, so Hanno didn’t answer. He read the last lines of the letter again. By the time you get this, expect us in about a week! We can’t wait to see you and celebrate your success, son!

About a week, give or take. Six, seven, eight days? Should he write and confess that he’d lied? He cringed at the thought. Could he scrape up a better job in the next week?

He ignored the nagging thought that no such opportunity had presented itself in the weeks he’d been here so far, even though he’d been looking. It was urgent now. He would try harder. Or else...

He imagined admitting that he’d lied. Then admitting that he worked as a pot washer. Then letting his disappointed parents drag him home to marry Emmina and become a sheep counter. He blew out the candle, stuffed the letter under his pillow, and got into bed.

Okay, pot washing wasn’t an exciting life. But he still got to live in the castle and watch what happened in the throne room. He liked his life here, even if he did miss his family. He couldn’t imagine being stuck on the sheep ranch for the rest of his life. Same job, same people, same sheep, forever. But how could he turn it down? The sheep ranch meant money. It was to help his sister and brother, and his parents in their old age. It was the same stupid problem he’d left home to escape. If he could just find a better-paying job, but here, where things were interesting...

Hanno rolled over and stared at the wall.
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In the morning, Rikke was frantic with excitement. The king’s foreign bride was supposed to be arriving anytime. Rikke hardly got anything done in between constantly rushing to look down the road and see if she could see her ladyship’s party coming yet. Hours passed with no sign of her.

“What if something’s happened to her?” Rikke fretted.

“She probably rides slow, is all,” Farald told her. “Doesn’t want to show up all windblown and dusty.”

Hanno, wiping down the table Taite had used to knead bread, perked up and listened. Rikke was generally on top of gossip, so if there was any information circulating about the queen-to-be, she probably knew it. Most of what Hanno had overheard was people grumbling that she was Marildesian. Many of Hanno’s parents’ generation had fought in the war with Marildesia. Demon attacks had hit the nobles and royals especially hard, even the ones who weren’t fighting. Hanno’s parents’ farm hadn’t been an especially tempting target for demons, fortunately, so it wasn’t personal for him. He had to admit he’d been thinking more about whether the new queen might need to hire any employees once she arrived. Perhaps, for example, an Ekan scribe? At least he wasn’t alone. Rikke was thinking about the new queen’s clothes, for goodness’ sake.

Unfortunately, the grim history meant that most of what he’d learned about Marildesia had the ring of wartime propaganda. It was hard to figure out what was true. Rikke seemed to have positive feelings about the queen-to-be. He tried a general question. “Do you know what Marildesia’s like?”

“They worship demons,” Rikke said, widening her eyes dramatically. “They don’t understand right and wrong like normal people.”

Seriously? Rikke looked just like Vara when she was telling their brother a scary story. Hanno tried to come up with a polite response. “Why would King Alaric want to marry someone like that?” His Majesty seemed like a pretty decent person, as far as Hanno could tell.

Farald scoffed openly. “Demon worship, nothing. That’s just what old soldiers tell each other. According to the guards, everyone’s overcivilized down there. They eat fancy food, wear pretty clothes, and listen to harp music all the time while they sit by the seaside. The young generation, they’ve all gone soft and forgotten how to fight.”

That actually sounded nice, though not exactly likely. Marildesia had fought a brutal war with Eka one generation ago. If Marildesians had forgotten how to fight, they’d forgotten pretty quickly. Besides, Hanno reckoned that someone down there still had to grow the vegetables and scrub the pots, even if some of them were spending the days listening to harp music. He snorted to himself. Princesses probably spent their days like that everywhere.

“You went and got drunk with the guards again.” Rikke rolled her eyes.

“I can make some friends if I want. I’m sociable.”

Rikke was so distracted watching for their new queen to arrive that Taite gave up on telling her what to do. “Maybe you can concentrate for five minutes without running to look out the door,” she said to Hanno, who found himself doing Rikki’s tasks of polishing silver platters and wiping delicate porcelain cups. It made a pleasant change. He’d given up trying to learn anything about Marildesia from Rikke and Farald. He’d have to see what the queen-to-be was like once she got here.

Finally, as they all finished Taite’s midday meal, they heard a clatter of hooves coming into the courtyard. Rikke squeaked and made a dash for the door. Taite shook her head but didn’t try to stop everyone from running after her for a first look at the foreign princess.

The courtyard was full of horses, most of them carrying baggage, as the traders had said. One of the king’s servants helped a dainty lady down from a silver-gray mare.

“That must be her.” Rikke stared breathlessly.

From the way everyone curtsied and bowed, Hanno figured Rikke was right. The princess was pretty in a doll-like way, small and slim, with golden skin and black hair in braids that looped up under her hat. She wore a purple dress that looked a bit fancy for something you’d ride in all day. There were patterns stitched all over it. Hanno supposed she had wanted to make a good impression on her husband-to-be. A taller woman in red stepped up to her with a brush and swept the travel dust off the princess’s dress.

Nobles were crowding in around the edges of the courtyard now as servants quickly led the packhorses away. Everyone hastily made way when King Alaric showed up. His page girl trotted alongside him and introduced him.

“His Majesty, King Alaric of Eka.”

The princess curtsied politely, then her attendant in the red dress stepped up smoothly and introduced her to Alaric. “Her Ladyship, Floriana of Marildesia.”

Alaric bowed over her hand. While he wasn’t looking, the woman in red gave Floriana an encouraging look. The look wasn’t aimed at Hanno on purpose, but he happened to be standing in the right place to catch her dimples and her sparkling eyes secondhand. He watched the way she held her head, with her brown braid wrapped around it like a crown, and the way she stood, like the courtyard had been built just for her. Whew. Were they sure that she wasn’t the future queen, rather than Floriana? But she stepped behind Lady Floriana and blanked her face, as Alaric and Floriana smiled shyly at one another. No, she must be Floriana’s maid. Hanno shook his head. If he was king, he’d forget about Floriana and marry the maid. It was probably good that Hanno wasn’t the king.

Hanno couldn’t hear what Alaric and Floriana were saying to one another now. Rikke was leaning forward and holding her breath but apparently still couldn’t hear.

“Back to work,” Taite said. “They’ll be sending us orders soon, no doubt, if they want a feast, or if Her Ladyship wants a tray to her room.”

Rikke looked like she was in physical pain as she tore herself away from the courtyard, watching the royal couple until the last moment. Farald patted her shoulder sympathetically. Hanno didn’t see the big fuss personally. Alaric and Floriana had just met. They hardly knew each other. If Hanno went off to marry Emmina, someone he hardly knew, Rikke wouldn’t be cooing over how romantic that was. Just because it was the king, she thought it was some love ballad come to life. He snorted, plunging the first of the midday pots into the water. He should talk to Lady Floriana’s beautiful maid, though. Just to find out if Her Ladyship might need a scribe
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