
        
            
                
            
        




Masques


[image: titlepage]


Sherwood Smith


 


 


Book View Café

ISBN: 978-1-63632-409-8

Copyright © 2026 Sherwood Smith

[image: image002]

www.bookviewcafe.com






Author’s Note:


This tale concerns the second generation of those first met
in The Trouble with Kings. It takes place after Antiphony, though
I did my best to make it stand on its own.


With grateful thanks to Patreon readers who followed along
and commented as it unspooled.
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“You ought to know by now that nothing is perfect, my
darling.”


Flian, widowed queen of Ralanor Veleth, tenderly regarded
her beloved but sometimes exasperating daughter. Her smile was quick, and a
little rueful; if there had been any sting in her soft, mild voice, that smile
and the loving gaze above it would have entirely banished it. “And when it
comes to things like balls, perfect is not always fun.”


“This ball will be perfect and fun,” insisted Liara Viana—nicknamed
Bright-Eyes and Eyes-of-Sky-Blue by her father, echoed by her fond Uncle Jaim
during the war, and shortened to Sky by her teens.


Then, thinking she sounded a little too much like her cousin
Aledra, she added, “You know that ordinarily I don’t care about things being
perfect. But I only come of age once. So, I thought, why not make it perfect?
For everybody. I want it to be the sort of memory that will always make
everybody smile. Not just me.”


“It’s your celebration, sweeting,” Flian said after a little
pause. “Of course it ought to be just as you like. And I hope it will be as perfect
as you want.”


“So, did you remember to order a new gown?”


“But I will not be attending your coming of age ball,” Flian
said with a smile.


“What? Why not?” Sky seemed genuinely upset.


The idea that her daughter wanted her there brought a sting to
Flian’s eyes. Many youth preferred to entertain one another. Which was the way
of things! The new generation ready to burst on the world, displacing their boring,
old-fashioned elders.


“Because your guests will have far more fun if there isn’t a
widowed queen demanding solemnity just by her presence. No, no, don’t protest.
You know it’s true. Your friends, especially those not familiar with me, would use
their most formal manners—their elders’ exhortations echoing in their ears. We
older generation will enjoy a grand entertainment at Midwinter Festival. How’s
that?”


Sky eyed her mother. “That’s a promise?”


“Agreed.” Flian chuckled. “You drive a hard bargain.”


There was a quiet knock.


Sky knew that knock. That meant Chief Markham—Home Guard
Chief Markham Glenereth—was here for the commencement of royal affairs.


“Enter,” Flian called, as she did every day. This was the
way things had been when Sky’s father was alive. The mornings’ affairs always
began in this room, sometimes called the south room for its south-facing
windows, because it had been her father’s favorite room in the entire fortress.
And after the war ended her mother and Chief Markham kept up with the
tradition.


Mother and daughter smiled in welcome, though Sky’s faded
when she saw the sheaf of paper on the tray he carried. “Those from the scribe
desk?”


He dipped his head slightly in assent, silver-touched dark
hair swinging forward. He was very tall, and broad through chest and shoulders,
a solid and comforting form. Another comfort was how little he’d changed,
except for that silver at his temples. He always dressed in the green of the
home guard, of which he was commander.


“Would you like some coffee?” Flian asked. “It’s freshly
ground and brewed. And Berry saw to it that my favorite rolls were brought in.”


As always, he politely declined; this, too, was like those
childhood days; he was scrupulous about the distinctions of rank.


Flian glanced at the papers, then turned her smile on her
daughter. “Here’s work related to your Papa’s last project. Do you want to stay
and hear about it?”


The context, Sky suspected, was her being officially of age.
Which meant dealing with the tedium of state affairs. She glanced at the top
page, and saw the word ‘merino.’


Sheep-farming had indeed been her father’s last project for
bolstering Ralanor Veleth’s economy before the war. The soil of the southern Velethi
plains was too poor for farming, and too hot and dry in summer, but the wild
horses had known for centuries that the same tough fescue and wild clover that
apparently loved that rocky environment during winter rains was ideal for fodder.


“I’m leading the winter in-gather,” Sky reminded her mother
unnecessarily. She knew it was a cowardly defense, but she did so hate numbers,
especially tallies, and anyway she had her ball to plan. “I ought to get back
to my list of tasks. I’m supposed to meet with Steward Berry to take a look at
the ballroom. It’ll surely need sweeping out, and Uncle Maxl’s chandeliers
taken down, cleaned, and polished.”


The three magnificent crystal chandeliers had replaced torch
holders in the great hall, now the ballroom. These chandeliers, a decoration
rare in Ralanor Veleth, had been a wedding gift for Sky’s mother from Uncle
Maxl, King of Lygiera on the other side of the Drath mountains. The castle staff
tended to refer to them as “King Maxl’s crystals,” and the family as “Uncle
Maxl’s chandeliers.”


Sky was gone in a flash of cloud-blue eyes and rippling dark
hair.


Flian smothered a sigh, and turned to the papers, which she
and Markham went through with practiced speed. The ones requiring Flian to
answer in her capacity as queen, she set aside, then, tidying them with absent
fingers, she said, “About Sky’s ball.”


Markham gave a slight nod. “I’ve already arranged the guard rota
to accommodate that.”


“Thank you. I was sure that would be the case. But I was
just thinking: few, if any, of those rowdy noble boys come to dance.”


Markham’s lips twitched in what might be regarded as a
smile—an expression no one but her saw. “They come to flirt.”


“Yes. But if some of that flirting extends to looking for,
oh, challenges once the mulled wine has been replenished a few times . . .”


Markham said, “We’re prepared for, ah, spontaneous
competitions between dances.”


Flian sat back in relief. “I don’t think she invited
Garian’s boy, which I have to confess relieves me a bit. I don’t dislike him.
Not really. And I don’t hold Rafael’s father’s misdeeds against him. It’s just
that if Rafael was invited, I’m afraid he might instigate another squabble with
Sky, or run some prank, and ruin this ball she has worked so hard to make
perfect.”


Markham knew very well that Prince Garian-Rafael Herlester
of Drath had not been invited, because the princess had dropped gloating hints about
it to her friends in the stables and among the guard. In fact, he had formed
the impression that the impetus behind this ball—the first the princess had
hosted—was to invite all the noble and royal sprigs she was friends with specifically
in order to leave Prince Rafael out. But nothing evidentiary had been said; the
unspoken rules of this rivalry always steered clear of anyone having to Take Official
Notice. Least said, soonest mended.


Flian went on, “Anyway we’ve only the rest of those puppies
to keep busy. And they are puppies.” She tipped her head, adding in a musing
voice, “But then so is Sky. She’s finally agreed to this coming-of-age, now
that she’s reached twenty-five. Five years past when I had my own
coming-of-age, which was only memorable for being boring. Everyone who came did
so to court my brother, or Papa. They had no interest in me, or my harp music. Sky,
on the other hand, is just the opposite. They will come to see her.”


Markham agreed.


“And they will come because it’s easier, now, with
Destinations,” Flian continued to muse. “We got access to these magical things
that apparently are common way up north and down south, so our young see one
another far more often than our generation ever saw our peers from other
kingdoms. In a very general sense, could one say they are growing up together?”


Seeing that the question was not addressed to the air, that
she had some purpose in mind, he said slowly, “Diplomatic relations are
different now from those before the war. Far less dangerous. We all have worked
hard to keep it so.”


She agreed, rubbing a thumb over her forehead. “That
horrible war changed so much! We lost so much.”


She stopped there, consciously grateful that that grief over
Jason’s death no longer had its fangs buried in her heart—in both their hearts.
They had won peace.


Continuing her thought aloud, as she only did with him, “Here
is my . . . oh, not trouble. Sky, and Jaimas too, deep in his books up north,
have kind hearts, and a sense of what’s right. But they are still puppies. Not
just my two, all of them, except perhaps for Tamara of Dantherei’s Alain, who
has been a responsible young man as heir for at least ten years, and my niece
and nephew in Narieth. But I would never hold them up as example of anything
except endurance.”


She scowled at the thought of the King of Narieth, whom she
refused to regard as an uncle. Then she turned worried eyes toward Markham. “Was
it wrong to permit my two to, oh, take their time recovering in heart once the
war ended? Before encouraging them to resume studies. They were still so young,
and their own grief so raw, so bewildered.”


Not the only ones whose grief had been raw and bewildered,
was his silent thought. Vivid memory: a year or so after the war ended, when
they were undergoing the most necessary repairs to the castle, and he’d
accidentally come upon Flian crouched over a rare carved wood box that Markham
remembered from Jason’s youth. In it, carefully preserved, lay a scrap of
blood-stained lace that Flian was sobbing over.


“I think,” Markham said slowly, “if there was a sudden need,
both Sky and Jaimas would take responsibility. Which is more than I can say for
some of the royal pups.”


Reassured—slightly—Flian said, “Until now she’s executed
every task I’ve given her. Organizing this ball is the first time she’s
ventured into planning and executing on her own. I know she’s very willing to
ride south to see and be seen during the wintering of sheep, and again when
they go to fetch them. But when I offered to draw her into the vital necessity
of tax matters . . . no, I can hear it in my own voice: I’m fretting over
something very small,” she added with a little smile. “There’s plenty of time.
And it might be Jaimas who’ll take on these administrative tasks, once he is
home. It’s thinking about Garian’s boy that pushed me down this trail. Another
puppy, though brighter than most of them. I know it’s unkind to say so, but
it’s a relief that right now Sky and he are in another Not Speaking phase.”


Markham remembered very well the childish joking that could
turn into brangles within a heartbeat, when they were all mewed up in the Drath
caves. But most of those brangles had had his own son Lexan at the center,
Rafael scoring or trying to incite him, Lexan merely enduring, and the princess
defending him.


The squabbles between the otherwise sunny princess and the
volatile prince from Drath had changed character over the years since, but one
fact remained consistent: it was always the princess who instigated the Not
Speaking periods.


Flian chuckled under her breath, and as the morning’s
slanting rays reminded them both that they had pressing affairs, they parted,
he to the garrison to oversee the daily training, and Flian to take this batch
of guild letters and tax matters to her two honors-in-waiting, so that she
could make a lesson out of administering guild affairs.


She would never admit even to Markham that Tam—named Princess
Flian-Tamara Elandersi at birth—was her favorite among her many nieces and
nephews. Not because Tam was her namesake; Flian had never been attached to her
own name. Tam reminded Flian a little of her brother Maxl, who had taken on the
burden of ruling Lygiera at a young age.


Had Maxl ever been a puppy? Well, yes, when he went to
Dantherei after his own coming-of-age and promptly fell in love with the
queen’s sister Eleandra-Natalia, as gorgeous and charming as she’d been wild
and spoilt, but then so had many much older and more experienced people.


Flian found Tam with Rissi of Tartha—who reminded most
people of a spring flower—working their times tables in the old breakfast room.
As Lathandra did not keep court in the usual sense, having young royals as
pages required some imagination to come up with meaningful lessons. Flian was
teaching them what she herself had had to learn.


“You are industrious today,” Flian exclaimed, on seeing the
girls diligently writing math tables.


Rissi’s big pansy-brown eyes rounded even more, as if she
were unsure about the word ‘industrious’, but serious Tam flushed with pleasure.
To her, the word was far more meaningful a compliment than the most fulsome
flattery about looks or style “We said we’d go as far as the twelves. I skimped
maths when I was small,” she said earnestly—reluctant to say that Rissi had
never been taught at all. Though the two girls were fixing that.


Flian could have answered, “You mean your older sister
skimped maths and dragged you into her schemes instead,” for she remembered the
frustrations of helping to tutor Jewel’s children during the war. But she kept
that back, and smiled. “The good thing about learning is that you can do it any
time, at whatever age. I think I told you that my own tutoring in math was
scant at best, but I discovered a talent for it much later. Probably because of
my music,” she added, considering the matter.


Then she laid her papers on the table. “But you two don’t
need to listen to my dull reminiscences. Before we get to the lesson, did
either of you remember to check the golden notecase?” She indicated the fine
gold square object sitting on a porcelain plate decorated with queensblossom
and tiny stars.


Tam flushed a guilty, dull red; Rissi said hastily, “We did.
Twice. But there was no note in it for you, Queen Flian.”


“Excellent. You do better than I. I only remember at night .
. .” (When Jewel had the habit of penning streams of impassioned notes that
Flian found sometimes exasperating but always entertaining) “. . . but once the
day begins I still forget I have the thing, even after all these years. People
do not like to think they are ignored.”


Tam and Rissi nodded soberly, Tam still suppressing guilt.
She cast a grateful look at Rissi, who had spoken up both quickly and
truthfully.


To her profound relief, her Aunt Flian dropped the subject
of the golden notecase and pointed at the papers, which both by now recognized
as coming from the scribe desk—another thing (they had been repeatedly told,
both here and at home) a change from before the war. None other than the famous
(or, infamous) Siamis had spent a couple of years going from kingdom to kingdom
offering scribe desks, and members of the Sartoran Scribe Guild to train
scribes in its use. Which had sped up communication enormously, for those
kingdoms who assented. Not all had.


Tam found Velethi history fascinating, especially the old
journal of Queen Viana. So different from Lygiera’s mingy, meandering list of
forgettable monarchs! Warriors with ancient shields in their castles,
representing generations of prowess, are not the likeliest sheep farmers, her
uncle, the late King Jason, had written. But change is possible when goaded
by necessity.


Tam barely remembered him, but those memories were very
clear about how everyone had listened when he spoke. And deferred when he
entered a room, though he’d never raised his voice. So very different from
Tam’s life at home, when people, except for Papa, never seemed to hear her, or
see her even when she was right there.


Aunt Flian was talking. Tam blinked, and hurriedly recovered
the subject: still sheep. “. . . how the war, specifically the hungry years
after, changed Velethi attitudes toward the military life being the only life.
And now many of the leading families have turned that martial enthusiasm toward
vigorous competition in whose merino is deemed the finest at the trade fairs.
Well. Bragging won’t get the work done. Let’s look at how excellent sheep
farming happens, and sometimes the underlying, ah, enterprise.”


Tam’s mouse-brown braids nearly touched Rissi’s ruffled
curls as they obediently bent over the top paper.


“Subsidized oats?” Flian tapped the pertinent lines,
watching Tam’s eyes narrow with sudden understanding, as Rissi’s widened with
bewilderment. “Claiming that the oat subsidy for border patrol horses ought to
extend to sheep.”


Tam nodded slowly, working out the intricacies of crown
versus local lords. History was full of it, on both sides of the border. In the
past, the Velethi kings had tended to solve the problem by duels and raids, and
in national crises, pulling their lords’ private armies together and going off
to conquer their neighbors with better land.


Flian went on, “The subject of oats is not perhaps what you,
or I, would choose to look into, but you’d be surprised how quickly debates can
build to arguments unless negotiation skills are exercised. Rissi, I know that
Tartha doesn’t really have much in the way of sheep-farming. Too foresty. But
Tam, Lygiera has its own wool trade, though in upholstery wools . . .”


Tam concentrated on oats and how they improved the diet of
sheep, but as Aunt Flian carefully explained to Rissi how to parse lists of tax
tallies, her thoughts strayed toward the imminent ball. More specifically, how elder
sister Aledra had pestered her into using Aunt Flian’s notecase.


For a state matter? Or at all related to Queen Flian? No and
no! Aledra had demanded to know what Sky’s new gown was like, “to match well,”
she had written, but Tam knew it really meant to outshine Sky if she could.
Because with Aledra everything was a competition. And she always managed to get
her way. The Elandersi and the Szinzar cousins had grown up hearing that the
notecases were only for important or personal communications that had to be
instantaneous and should not go through the scribe desk.


How had Aledra even managed to get to their own mother’s
notecase? Oh, Aledra always found a way. Frequently. In any case, Tam’d
complied. Nearly five years younger than Aledra, she’d discovered early that it
was better to give in, or Aledra made life unpleasant. And Aledra knew the
girls’ schedule, timing her illicit demand-letter for when Aunt Flian would be in
the south room, and Tam and Rissi alone with their own assignments. Two illicit
uses of the golden notecase, and neither of which Tam had wanted to make.


She had to learn how to stand up to Aledra, who might
someday be queen.
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And many days’ travel to the west, in Carnison, capital city
of Lygiera, Queen Jewel moodily eyed her eldest daughter. “Are you writing to
that Herlester boy again?”


Aledra stood before her, flushed with anger, her mouth
mutinous, slim arms crossed over her chest. She hated being caught using the
golden notecase. But her mother had turned up unexpectedly while she had the
thing in hand. At least she’d been able to toss her notes into the fire!
Dragging in Tam, whose tongue was far too blunt and honest, would only make
things worse.


Aledra had learned that the best defense was feint and attack.
“Why can’t I write to Rafael? You always say I ought not to write to Bristan. And
I wasn’t!”


Jewel frowned, distracted, as she often was, by how unfair
life could be. Really, why was it that Flian—whom she loved dearly, she really
did—but who didn’t care the least about appearances, rank, or any of the things
that meant the most to Jewel, been granted the daughter with the spectacular
beauty and figure? Flian would have been just as happy with a daughter as
skinny as she was, as colorless, who would sit with her and plinkle away at
harp and lute.


Instead, Sky caught the eye of every eligible royal or noble
within the Seven Kingdoms—and Aledra was the scrawny one. Though she was
pretty, Jewel hastened to reassure herself by a quick glance at her daughter’s
thin, arched brows that were like her own, her high forehead beneath the pale,
straight blond hair that was done up fashionably every day to hide that
straightness, her thin lips touched with berry juice to give them shape.
Pleasing when she wasn’t pouting, or giving angry backchat. Like now.


Jewel gave a rueful laugh. “Look at you! You got the
Elandersi looks, but my passions. At least you have a good head on your
shoulders, and mean to marry to Lygiera’s advantage.”


Aledra twitched a shoulder as she flung up her head. Was she
going to slip out of this after all?


No. “But Aledra, my sweet. I told you not to use that
notecase at all, unless there is state need. And there won’t be state
need with that prankster Rafael Herlester until he inherits, and never with
that wastrel Bristan Darivei.”


Aledra’s arched brows lowered mutinously. “You don’t like
Bristan because you hate his Uncle Avars.”


Jewel sighed. “When did Avars Darivei enter this
conversation? I said, you are not to be wasting magic. Who knows when
that notecase will suddenly wear out, and us not with a mage within three
kingdoms, until your cousin Jaimas finally gets back from the north? And
who knows if he’ll actually be able to fix them! Everyone says that the more
people study magic, the less of it they actually do. We’d have to either send
all our vital or personal letters through the scribe desk, where I’m sure
anyone could read them, in spite of what the scribes say about discretion, or
else go back to sending messengers over the mountains, which incidentally—”


“—was the way it was when you were young, and how many times
have I had to hear it?” Aledra retorted. “But you use it as much as I do, if
not more. And don’t say it’s for State Matters, Mama, because I know very well
you use this thing to gossip with Aunt Flian.”


“Have you been spying?” Jewel demanded, inadvertently
shifted from the subject.


Aledra said airily, “No, but how can I help it if I pass by
the royal suite at night and hear you and Papa?”


Jewel paused at that; to be fair, she knew that she did get
rather loud if something upset her. But passing by might very well be another
word for eavesdropping—


Aledra, reading her mother’s expression with expertise, realized
that she’d managed to shift from muddy ground to the edge of a cliff, and in
desperation, resorted to whining. “And you don’t like Rafael because
he’ll only be a prince.”


“I don’t dislike him. It’d be fine if Tam married him.”


Aledra wasn’t listening. “He’s ‘only’ a prince. Bristan’s
‘only’ a duchas! He’s a grand duchas—”


“But Charizar is tiny,” Jewel stated. “And he doesn’t even
trouble himself to look after its affairs, small as it is, or why is he always
at every horse race or sporting frivolity in the Seven Kingdoms, year round?”


Aledra swept on. “If I were writing to boring, dull Alain of
Dantherei, who only likes the boys—”


“What’s that got to do with diplomatic matches?”


“—you’d somehow get me my own magic notecase, you
know it!” And on that note Aledra whirled around and flounced out.


Jewel thought about calling her back, but she didn’t want
half her ladies in waiting hearing—the ones who hadn’t already stood to the
door listening, as this chamber was her favorite little retiring room off the
main interview salon. She’d forgotten that thin door when she’d entered and
caught Aledra at the desk, gleaming gold notecase in hand.


Besides, she would like it very well if Aledra married the
future king of Dantherei, the most important of the Seven Kingdoms. But Aledra
had been attending royal gatherings in Dantherei for almost ten years, since
she was sixteen, and there had been no hints about a diplomatic match from
either mother or son.


Jewel picked up the golden notecase. So very, very civilized—as
long as the other party had one, you could write notes and have them arrive a
heartbeat later. But the thought of Aledra having her own made Jewel shudder.
What would happen if all the more rackety young nobles got them? It was bad
enough that Aledra was constantly trying to cadge gossip with Jewel’s
notecase—when she could get her sticky fingers on it. If she was were writing
unsupervised to anyone any time she wanted, what kind of diplomatic ructions
could she stir up?


Jewel remembered quite well the trouble she and Flian had
managed to get into in that regard, back before the war, and without the least
vestige of magical aid.


She sighed, tucked the notecase into her sleeve to find yet
another hiding place, and reflected that at least the dratted girl would be off
to Ralanor Veleth in a week to dance and flirt at Sky’s ball, which might leave
the entire kingdom of Lygiera in a modicum of peace.






3


Aledra arrived the day before the ball, ostensibly to offer
her help.


Her mother’s exhortations echoed in her ears as she stepped
into the Destination. Lathandra’s huge royal fortress was a lot chillier than
their comfortable royal palace at home. Once she recovered from that horrible
sensation of being turned inside out, she pulled her shawl tighter, left so her
two maids could follow, and marched to the south room. Here she exerted herself
to behave with her best manners, beginning with her parents’ compliments to
Aunt Flian.


Her offer of help was promptly turned down by her aunt, who
said kindly, “Everything is in train, dear. Go find Sky, or if she’s still in
the kitchens, you know my niece and nephew from Narieth are here. You are here
to enjoy yourself!”


In dull Lathandra?


Even worse, with Janz Haljath lurking about somewhere? She
wouldn’t mind talking to Ranelzi, who was quietly stylish, though now a year
past thirty and stuck in a desperate situation. But Aledra would as soon avoid
Janz, Ranelzi’s brother, whose own desperate situation required a wealthy royal
marriage—preferably with Lygiera. At least he was likely to be doing his
lurking outside on horseback.


Aledra found Sky in the vast, warm kitchen. She never went
near the kitchen in the royal palace at Carnison, but she knew her Szinzar
cousins ran in and out of this one all the year long. It smelled enticing.


Sky looked up with a smile of distracted welcome, and the
chief cook with one of not-quite-hidden relief. “Here, now, Sky, you know
nothing will go amiss. You and her highness take some hot spiced pear cider,
here, and maybe a sample of the lemon cakes that just came out of the oven, and
scud along out of our way. We’ve dinner to ready.”


Aledra marveled at Sky’s being addressed this way by a cook.
But it was always so, here; her mother had warned her when she was small not to
try to fix things. “I grew up in that castle,” she’d said once. “Let me tell
you, most of those in the kitchen started by tent-cooking on army maneuvers,
and they’d as soon take a wooden spoon to you if you interfere with them as
not, princess or no princess. I got quite a few nasty raps even when I wasn’t
stealing tartlets.”


Aledra, horrified at the idea of being smacked with a wooden
spoon, behaved more circumspectly to Lathandra’s staff than she ever did at
home.


They retreated to the servants’ dining area, empty at the
moment, to enjoy the snacks. Aledra retailed all the latest gossip from
Lygiera’s court until the bell clanged the warning to dress for dinner.


A discordant, clanging bell. As if they lived in a barracks.
This was another of the reasons why Aledra rarely visited, preferring Sky to
come to her.


Dinner was even more of a trial. Aledra was stuck between
the Narieth siblings. Ranelzi—who since the war wore a half-face mask from
waking to sleeping— had her masked side toward Aledra, which meant her one good
eye, thus her attention, was mostly turned toward Aunt Flian. Leaving Aledra
either to Janz or to the general talk. Janz, desperate for a wealthy royal wife
(“A broom with a wig would do if it comes with gold and land,” Rafael had once cracked)
being also utterly humorless, Aledra kept her attention firmly away from him.


Across from Aledra sat Sky between the two silly girls Aunt
Flian insisted on calling honors-in-training. Apparently Tam and Rissi sat with
the family every day. When Aledra had spent her year as an honor-in-waiting in
Dantherei, she’d only supped with the queen twice!


The conversation lumbered dully on about Ralanor Veleth’s prospective
sheep wintering, also called “following the horses” as the swift, hardy animals
that had helped make Ralanor Veleth such a formidable force had for centuries
gone southward at winter, where it never snowed. In Lygiera, the sheep also
went south for winters, a custom now taking form in Ralanor Veleth.


That was followed by the unfascinating matter of the spring roundup
and shearing, then the even less fascinating subject of horses. After that, the
tedious meal fumbled onto the subject Aledra hated most of all: boats. Or Janz
brought it up—addressing her for the first time—but scarcely did the word leave
his lips before Aledra excused herself, claiming a need for a tisane;
“Transfers always give me a headache.”


She had a lot of headaches whenever she was in company with
Janz, if she couldn’t avoid him any other way; the man seemed incapable of
taking a hint.


Aledra hid out in the library until she heard dinner end. No
impromptu court gatherings in Lathandra! They didn’t have a court
outside of the nobles turning up a couple times a year, mostly for yearly tax
gathering, renewal of oaths, appointments—their entertainment, as often as not,
loud, fast military competitions that raised storms of dust and made everything
smell of horse. Aledra had learned very early never to visit Lathandra at New
Year’s or Midwinter Festival.


Between times the biggest excitement was when Aunt Flian
made music or got some of her musicians to offer a concert. Not tonight, with a
ball on the morrow.


She slipped up to Sky’s chamber to find her collapsed on the
bed. Aledra curled up on an armchair that looked like it had been old in their
grandparents’ day. “Are you ready?” she asked, consciously reminding herself to
be cheerful and pleasant before getting to what was important.


Sky looked surprised. “It’s been ready for days. All I
needed to do was go over the refreshments with the kitchen, and make sure the
flowers we picked this morning have plenty of water so they wouldn’t wilt by
tomorrow.”


Aledra suppressed a sigh. Sometimes Sky was so oblivious! “What
I asked was, are you ready. I trust you’ve something new to wear? I have
to make excuses every time you drag out that blue silk thing for court balls in
Carnison.”


“It’s my favorite.” Sky lifted a shoulder. “And it dances so
well. How I do love to dance!”


Aledra said, with amusement, “So does my littlest sister.”


Sky eyed her. “Let me guess. Here comes the lecture about
flirting, and when am I going to begin acting like someone in her middle
twenties instead of a girl of—”


“Sixteen,” Aledra stated. “You first came to our court the
year we both turned sixteen. And I would never be so tedious as to lecture
you. I just feel it’s time to point out that there is more to, oh, relations
than dancing.”


“And I don’t know that? What if I don’t think of dancing as
a part of flirting?”


Aledra looked askance. “What else could it be?”


Sky sighed, looking away. “We’re never going to agree on
this subject, Aledra.”


“Try me.”


Sky knew that part of the reason they didn’t agree was
because she was so conflicted herself. But Aledra was not the person to discuss
that with!


“I see two separate subjects,” Sky began. “You’ll remind me that
dancing leads to flirting, and flirting to kissing. And more. But I don’t see
it that way, because dance is how I love most to relate to music. Yes, I know that
dance—certain dances—invite touch. Which is nice, if you want to touch the
person you’re dancing with. But for me, it’s the movement. The rhythm of the
music, the feelings it brings up, the pattern of the steps—everyone’s steps in
the greater pattern. I find that exhilarating.”


Time for diplomacy, which meant a sidestep. “It sounds very
fine, but all I meant to say was that a new gown would dance just as well as
that old blue taffeta you’ve been wearing for a thousand years.”


“I’d rather put my allowance toward new winter tack for my
mare—ha, don’t look at me like that, Cousin. I’m joking. I did order a new
gown, and it’s sufficiently pretty. It has a lot of embroidery down the sleeves
and at neck and hem, to please Mama. Both Tam and Rissi approved it after it
was delivered.”


Aledra bit back a remark about the tastes of a couple of mere
girls. Especially sixteen-year-old Rissi, who was a princess by courtesy only.
Tartha was all cave dwellers and weird forest people; that girl wouldn’t know a
fashionable court gown from a scrubbing rag, and wasn’t likely to learn in
Lathandra!


Sky went on, conscientious in her effort to be a good host,
“Tell me about yours!” While she did relish pretty clothes, in her mind, a few
words sufficed in describing them. But she knew that Aledra was apt to go into
lengthy detail, adding in commentary on the faces and figures of every court
personality in the Seven Kingdoms.


Aledra pursed her lips. She had spent considerable time
planning her ball gown, which remained wrapped up and kept in her chief maid’s
care. Clothes, she believed, were her chief weapon in the social battlefield. “Court
intrigue is your mother’s favorite sport,” Papa had joked once, when Aledra and
her mother were discussing winter festival games.


But Mama had been in one of her Moods, and she’d retorted, “That’s
wrong. Court intrigue is a kind of battle, because in battle, the personal cost
is usually permanent. In sport, everyone gets up and things return exactly to
what they’d been. Court duels are like invisible knives. Even my dear but cloud-minded
sister-by-marriage Flian will agree with me there.”


Papa had raised his hands in surrender, as he always did.


Aledra had read everything she could find about the courts
of Colend and Sartor, far to the south. That was the kind of influence she
dreamed of having! Sartor sounded rather intimidating, but Colend had been perfect.
The courtly life there was an art. Everything was art. Her single visit, to
attend the music festival, had stunned her with how much better everything was
than she could have imagined.


It would take work to achieve a brilliant marriage that
combined courtly influence and romance. But that was work worth doing, and the
opening move was to be the most stylish and striking person in dress and
manner, if one didn’t have striking looks.


“You’ll see my gown tomorrow,” she said finally, overcoming
the urge to launch into triumphant detail lest Sky spent the night and day
commanding tailors to alter hers to outshine Aledra’s. As Aledra knew she herself
would do.


It was time to get to the real point. “The main thing is not
what we wear, but what we wear it for. I know your opinion of flirting
and dalliance, but that’s different from courtship. Which has a goal.”


Sky stared at her in blank surprise. “Of all the people in
the world, you should know I don’t intend to court anybody.”


And here it was. Aledra’s mother had said, “Flian is just
too kind to get that girl of hers to wake up and act her age. See what you can
do!”


Sky went on, storm-blue eyes wide and unblinking. “You were
right there in that cave when Lexy promised to marry me. And you know I keep my
word. As soon as Lexy comes back, I’ll marry him. Just as we promised.”


Exhorted by her mother, Aledra’s motivation was to uproot
that stupid vow Sky’d made during their horrible cave days. Adhered to
ever since, for there was no gossip about Sky dallying with any of her many
admirers. But at the mention of That Name, Aledra lost her temper, and her
determination to be diplomatic flew out the window with it.


“Liara Viana Szinzar. Has anyone taken the trouble to remind
you that you are no longer twelve years old? You were twelve when you forced
that promise on the horse boy.”


“His name,” Sky said softly, her eyes narrowing, “is Lexan.
Lexan Glenereth.”


And she clamped down hard against adding a sarcastic rider.
During the horrible cave days, Sky’s main weapon had been sarcasm—she’d
learned it from that rotter Rafael. Afterward she’d taken that weapon along to
use everywhere, at anyone who irritated her. And at thirteen and fourteen, everything
was irritating, especially with Mama so grief-stricken, and everywhere you looked
were reminders of her father. Who would never be there again.


But then Mama had hired a tutor, Scribe Minzar, who had said
Sky was “pert.” Sky hadn’t minded being pert until Scribe Minzar—tough old
descendant of border riders—had added, “It’s a cowardly habit.”


“I’m no coward,” Sky had declared, stunned and affronted.
“Ask anyone!”


“It’s cowardice when you are pert with those who cannot
answer back,” had been the stony answer.


Sky had stamped away—she was still rather ashamed of
that—and had argued about it with Jaimas. Though two years younger, he had a
sober way about him. Sky said, “Anyway people do talk back. Steward
Berry scolds us as soundly as she scolds her own children. Who always argue
with us when we play! And Scribe Minzar certainly doesn’t stint! It’s at Aunt
Jewel’s and Uncle Maxl’s palace that servants stay silent.”


“Some do talk back,” Jaimas had said. “But the guards
don’t.”


Nor did they. If they were given an order by the royals,
even an unreasonable one, they obeyed. And she knew she’d given some
unreasonable ones when in a pelter.


Since then it had been a real struggle to keep the sarcasm
inside her head—except with Cousin Aledra, who gave as good as she got. And
That Stinker Rafael. Who just laughed. And looked at her with those sardonic
eyes, his brows at a mordant slant that made her itch to slap him silly.


Especially when the subject was Sky’s beloved, Lexan
Glenereth.


The subject now, though Sky had tried to avoid it.


“Anyway you haven’t seen him since he ran away during the
war,” Aledra stated.


“He didn’t run away. He ran to Sartor. You know that.
He went, alone, while there was fighting all around, all the way south to try
to get help.”


Aledra tossed her head so that her sapphire earrings swung
against her cheeks. “Even so, he failed. But it doesn’t matter. The war has
been over for more than ten years, Sky, which is my point. He clearly is happy
wherever he is. He might even be married.”


Sky clenched her jaw. She knew that Chief Markham got
regular letters from his son through the scribe desk But all he’d say when
asked was, “He’s doing well where he is, thank you for asking, your highness.”


Never any details. Sky wanted to demand them, but somehow
you just didn’t demand anything from Chief Markham. Much less get “pert.”


And Lexan had answered just the first of her many, many
letters, sent right after the war. It had said only: I am well, but cannot
write long as my arm is healing from a minor wound. I trust you will be well,
and continue your studies, as I am doing here. Quite proper from a
seventeen-year-old commoner to a thirteen-year-old princess. As if they hadn’t
been like brother and sister ever since her earliest memories.


She didn’t even know if her flood of following letters had
ever reached him, since apparently he had been moving all over the southern
half of the world. When she’d pestered Markham, he’d invariably said something
like, “I’m sorry to say that I don’t know where he is right now, your
highness.” Until Sky’s mother had taken Sky aside and kindly but firmly said,
“My darling, please do consider that asking Markham about his son is a reminder
that he, too, has not seen Lexan since he left. I know that father and son
exchange letters, but that’s not the same as his being here. As for your
writing so often, if he’s not ready to answer, might it not be better to wait
until he is? I’m sure you don’t mean to be hurtful.”


No she did not! For she knew how much it hurt to think about
that silence, year after year.


Aledra resumed the attack. “Anyway, how can you call it
‘love’? Unless you’ve decided to love an imaginary person rather than a real
one. Which is fine, if it makes you happy. Unless you can read his mind or walk
in his dreams and you haven’t told anybody?”


Sky had to shake her head. Aledra knew very well that Sky’s
weird bit of Dena Yeresbeth was as intrusive as it was useless: she could hear
something of someone’s thoughts if they were nearby, but it came as a loud,
distorted version of their voice and whatever the person saw from their angle,
and their own sensory reactions, mixed with her perceptions. It gave her a jolt
of vertigo. And the other person felt as if she’d shouted in their head.


“I thought so. Flirting is fun,” Aledra said, still in that
self-assured, I-know-I’m-right tone. “Because I’m no longer twelve. Flirting is
also good practice for courtship. And at our age, we ought to be thinking about
the future.”


“Cousin,” Sky said with real hilarity, her face ruddy with
mirth. “It sounds very good and wise, but how realistic is it, when you fall in
love at least once a season? Sometimes once a month!”


“That’s a matter of attraction,” Aledra retorted. “While
it’s true that I hope that inclination and duty will arrive in the same person.
Because flirting is fun, and dallying is even more fun, but I’m talking about courting.
Which is a duty.” She tapped a well-manicured finger against her
forehead. “I mean to bring luster to Lygiera. As well as suit myself. I want a
grand romance, of the kind they say that Sartora, the Girl Who Saved the World,
had. Married to two kings! And something or other with a third, who wanted to
marry her. If she can have three grand romances, royal grand romances, I
can have one. But that takes planning. I’ll even wager that if you were to ask
her, Sartora would say the same.”


“Maybe she would. I’ll grant you anything if you’ll help me
out tonight. I hadn’t known my mother was going to invite Ranelzi and Janz when
I sent the invitations, or I would have left poor Farael out. You know Janz
will be watching them, because he was ordered to.”


Aledra wrinkled her nose. “Don’t expect me to keep
Janz’s attention. If he’s not watching them, he’ll be pestering me, you know he
will. You’re lucky you’re just two degrees away, or you’d be on his list of
princesses. Since everyone knows my father was born by Birth Spell on his own,
your grandmother having refused to take our grandfather’s hand—which was a
scandal at the time,” she added with a bit of relish.


Sky had already heard that story, her mother insisting that
there was nothing amiss in Birth Spells, and to try to make it a secret only
created a scandal out of what the rest of the world accepted as a matter of
life. “It made my mother look terrible,” Flian had said long ago, when
explaining these matters to a young (and very confused) Sky. “Which was why she
didn’t want it known. And so even Maxl didn’t know about it until he’d become
king and went through the records. And discovered that it had been whispered
about plenty. So he told everybody, and suddenly it was merely an old scandal,
as everyone in it was dead.”


“A boring scandal, a million years old,” Sky said. “And not
much of one. Anyway, you are right. You’re not related to Janz, and I am,” Sky
said wryly. “But even if I wasn’t related to him, I’m not wealthy enough for King
Irson. I’m doubly safe, and I would keep Janz by me all night if this were
someone else’s party, but I’m the host. I can’t be choosing him to dance with
all night! I’m not asking you to spend any time with Janz. Just watch, and
maybe talk to Ranelzi if Farael is nearby. Get a crowd around her so Janz won’t
see them together and report that to his horrible father. You’re popular. That
ought to be easy.”


Aledra scarcely heard the compliment. She was far too
intimidated by the shadowy figure behind the Narieth prince and princess. Everyone
knew the King of Narieth was a blight. Even her father, the nicest man in the
Seven Kingdoms, hated him. King Irson had made it clear that his heirs were to
marry to Narieth’s advantage, and Farael Spaquel, heir to Osterog, would bring
no advantage unless he promised Osterog to Narieth in future. Which made
brother and sister rivals—it was whispered the king wanted them in competition,
for it would “hone” their efforts to obey his will.


“I’ll try,” Aledra said. “But avoiding Janz comes first.”
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Sky then said that she was going to make the most of a rare clear
night with a nearly full moon by taking a night ride.


Aledra hated riding even if there wasn’t the prospect of
encountering Janz and his oppressively determined courtship. Horses smelled,
then there was the dust and wind, and she didn’t look good on horseback, or
there wouldn’t be helpful critiques on riding every time she’d gone out when
younger. She’d given it up gladly. Why should anyone ride, now that they had a
Destination? A few moments’ discomfort in reaction to the transfer, and you
were there, your clothes perfectly fresh!


She walked out of Sky’s suite toward the guest wing, feeling
frustrated with Sky’s obstinacy. The worst of it was, Aledra knew that she was
not the only one who thought that obsession with rankless Lexan Glenereth
stupid. Their peers in various courts didn’t say much, because they liked Sky;
only Rafael was unstinting about the absurdity of heeding a marriage promise
made at age twelve.


Was Rafael going to show up in spite of not being invited? They’d
exchanged several letters about this ball. Aledra would wager that gorgeous
dress down there that he had already sneaked into Lathandra somewhere, and he'd
find some way to prank Sky, even if he had to resort to one of his cave days larks,
and loose a barrel of angry rodents onto the ballroom floor.


The next day, after a dull, sleety morning letting Aunt
Flian’s lessons about council versus guild flow by, and an equally dull, drippy
afternoon rambling around the chilly garden ignoring Tam and Rissi blabbering
about magic, she was still thinking about those rats.


Rafael still loved pranks, especially when he’d decided that
people were being pompous or silly. And Sky was being both about that commoner Lexan
Glenereth. To be fair it was not at all his fault that his once-noble and
prestigious family had been utterly disgraced, but! That didn’t mean he had any
right to think above his level.


“The problem right now is Rafael,” she muttered to the fire,
and to her maids, “I want to dine in here and dress early.”


Her chief maid curtseyed and went off to give orders. Aledra
watched her go, wrestling inwardly. She’d decided to make a late entrance so
that she would not be relegated to the backdrop while Sky greeted guests. Now
it was doubly important, for she did not intend to enter the ball with the
Narieth siblings, and risk Janz taking that as encouragement.


A late appearance meant everyone would see her pale, pale ice-blue
gown with the tiniest golden rosebuds embroidered along the curve of the
neckline, to bring out some of the color in her pale hair, and here and there
on the gauzy overskirt that shimmered in candlelight. She’d wear silver silk
roses in her hair, and a broad pale blue silk sash with long dangling tassels,
to bring the eye to what she was certain would be the trimmest figure in the
room.


She didn’t have much contrast above or below, the way Sky
did, but Sky had been unable to fit into Aledra’s dresses by the time they
reached sixteen. “Too tight in the waist,” she’d said, without any sign of
regret.


In fact, Sky still thought her own best feature her arms.
“Look at this muscle!” she’d said proudly as late as last year. As if a likely
flirt ever glanced at anyone’s arms, not when there was a fine figure between
them!


But there would be no grand, late entrance to show off her
glorious gown if Rafael turned up to disrupt things with some joke. Why
wouldn’t he tell her what he was planning?


She’d better do a thorough search for Rafael before the ball
was to commence. Because if Rafael really had come to flick the back of his
hand at Sky for leaving him out, Aledra would find him. Over the years, Sky had
shown her every obscure passage—some of them hidden—in the fortress.


She set out, listening for voices echoing against the stone
ahead, and avoided the Destination chamber. Nowadays guests arrived right
before a ball and transferred home after, unless there was an extended party. Rafael
would not be stupid enough to transfer to the Destination, as the attendants
always sent a page to the herald to announce the visitor. And Sky probably had
that steward’s girl Sage on the watch, and a plot among her stable and staff
friends to snare him if he dared.


Breakfast room. Offices. More rooms. She was nearing the
royal wing; he wouldn’t be there!


Holding her breath against the possibility of smelling old
cabbage, Aledra tried the servants’ accessway, ancient and narrow and full of
old cooking smells. Ugh!


And, all for nothing. Where could he be? He wouldn’t try
lurking in the garden, or on the grounds. It would be enough of a challenge to
sneak into the kingdom at all, though the Velethi were not on alert status.
Rafael had apparently learned some sort of sneakery when he’d gone south to
that military school in Khanerenth. Even so, he’d have a very tough time lurking
around the fortress; Velethi wall sentries were far too vigilant for that. Even
if Sky hadn’t actually issued orders against Rafael—which would make their feud
a diplomatic matter—the guards would investigate if they saw a suspicious lone
figure.


Maybe he’d stayed in Drath after all? Which would explain
his not letting her in on his scheme. She regretted that he wouldn’t be the
first to see this magnificent gown, especially if it was just the two of them;
he’d been flirty but elusive ever since their brief dalliance five years
before. Too brief. He’d walked away before she was ready to, and all along
she’d had a feeling that he was looking over her shoulder to see what Sky was
doing. Not that his attractions were a candle to Bristan’s sun!


Well. At least now she was sure to have an excellent
evening, as Bristan was to be here, her grand entrance was secure!


She hurried up the back way to her guest room, where she
stood near the fire to get the horrid dampness from her fragile silk gauze.


And while she was wondering what Sky would do if Rafael did
turn up, Sky spared a thought to Aledra, who was nowhere in sight when she went
to fetch Tam and Rissi. This was Tam’s first ball in Lathandra, and Rissi’s
first ever. Aledra was no doubt hiding from Janz. Not that Sky blamed her—though
she also sympathized with both him and his sister having their lives dictated
by their horrible father.


The trumpets rang out the hour when Sky reached the girls’
rooms. She found them primping their hair and admiring each other. Rissi looked
more like a flower than ever with her short curls fluffing about her head, with
pretty crystal earrings dangling against her round cheeks. Her robe of polished
cotton was in shades of jonquil and cream.


Tam’s round face gained a bit of length with her mousy light
brown hair piled high; Aunt Jewel had decreed that none of her children could
dye their hair until they made their come-out. Tam had done her best by adding
fresh flowers to the coiled braids, and she wore a gown of rose with green and
gold accents.


“You girls look wonderful,” Sky said.


“Thank you! And so do you, Cousin Sky,” Tam said, taking in Sky’s
gown of embroidered silk in summer blue. “Those pretty berry clusters down the
sleeves are even nicer now that I’m seeing it on you.”


“Thanks! You know how Mama is doing her best to get people
interested in the embroidery house she’s sponsoring.” Sky swung her long
sleeves against the panels of her skirts. “If you really like this embroidery,
order some before you go home next, and tell everyone in Lygiera about Velethi
silk embroidery. Maybe it’ll start a fashion. Come on, let’s bustle. I have to make
sure I’m there to greet everyone.” She set out at a smart pace, skirts bunched
in her fists at either hip.


“Would they be offended if you did not? Is this another
court rule that is not written down?” Rissi asked, her big brown eyes worried. “I
know you said this was to be an informal ball.”


“Traditionally the herald announces them and they come to me
to make their bows. But I want to greet them at the door to make sure everyone
understands my intention to have this a really informal ball, with no rank
preference. Which means we will not begin with a promenade.”


“Tam taught me the promenade,” Rissi whispered. “It’s easy.
Just stepping in a big circle, isn’t it? Why is it bad?”


Sky suppressed a chuckle. “It’s not bad. Or good. It’s . . .
traditional. As I said. But everyone always goes in rank order, see? Then when
it stops, people invariably stay in that area, dividing the room into noble and
non-noble. I want to do away with that. Tonight,” she said, casting a glance
about for Aledra, who she knew would vigorously object. It’s the way of life,
she’d say. Or quote that obnoxious Rafael, who once remarked, when Sky
complained about getting rid of rank, that she might as well make trees grow
upside down while she was at it.


He would not be here to argue, or ruin things, ha ha! And
he’d surely hear about it later, and discover that it was entirely possible to
hold a rank-free ball without everyone having to pretend to be someone else, as
you do in a masquerade.


“There’s no rank when we hold sporting competitions at
summer or winter,” Sky went on to Rissi as they descended the stair. “Everyone
knows that skill matters more than rank. At a ball, dancing should matter, not
rank.”


Sky had planned to open the ball with Taranga Neit, the
beauty of Dantherei’s court. Taranga was of merely respectable birth, from a
trade city in Dantherei, but she was so popular that no party was considered
successful unless she were invited—and Queen Tamara, ever with a soft spot for
a pretty girl, always granted her leave from honors-in-waiting duty.


Sky thought Taranga a perfect compromise between rank and
non, which would establish the tone she wanted.


And when Lexy came back, he’d find the grip of rank
loosening, or so she hoped. She couldn’t fix the facts that she’d been born a
princess and he a commoner, but she could do away with as much of the stupid
distinction between the two as she could. Surely that was the real reason he
had not returned!


The next floor down was the guest chambers for distinguished
visitors. This was where Sky’s mother had placed Sky’s Narieth cousins.


The pair was ready, Ranelzi wearing a garnet-studded
half-mask that covered one side of her face. It matched brilliantly with the
azure-dyed hair on the half of her head that wasn’t scarred, and her gown of
azure with crimson amaryllis embroidered over the bodice and the front panel. Insomuch
as Sky noticed style, she’d always admired Ranelzi’s.


Sky bit back the urge to compliment her, having learned from
Aledra when they were teens that telling someone you really liked seeing again whatever
it was they were wearing could be taken as an insult. In court, everything was
supposed to be new, though Sky didn’t actually give a spit for new and old.


She spared a glance at Janz, who favored solid colors, tonight
a rich deep brown edged with gold. It contrasted nicely with his pale blond
hair. She hoped he’d find someone else besides Aledra to occupy that unblinking
stare of his.


The two Narieth royals joined Sky at either side. Rissi
silently deferred, still looking troubled. Tam stepped back with her. She had
few expectations, having been told by her overly frank mother and elder sister
that she was as plain as a rock, and once she came of age (very soon, ulp!) she
would have to Do Something About It. She wasn’t all that sure she wanted to.


“Don’t fret,” Tam whispered to her, trying to reassure
herself. “We look our best.”


“I know it’s silly to be worried,” Rissi whispered,
following Sky and her royal cousins down the broad stone stairs. “But what if I
make a mistake that reflects badly on Grandmama and Tartha?”


“No one will notice us,” Tam promised. “They’ll be too busy
with each other. I told you how I’ve been attending court balls in Lygiera
since I turned sixteen, right?” And on Rissi’s solemn nod, “There are still
people my sister’s age and older who address me as if it’s my first appearance.
They all talk to each other.”


“Rissi, are you worried? Please don’t be. Just do what seems
fun,” Sky coaxed, glancing over her shoulder.


“Both of you look quite lovely,” Ranelzi added, turning all
the way around so that her eye could take in Tam and Rissi.


“it’s just that I’m so ignorant. I’ve never done any court
dancing,” Rissi fluted, not wanting to say that the promenade, being the
easiest, was the only one she had been looking forward to; rank order plus her
age would put her last, but she didn’t mind that at all! “Tam and I have
practiced and practiced, but we just don’t have such gatherings at home.”


“You’re not ignorant. You know different things. If anyone
would like to know something about Dawnsinger sun-raisings, or morvende sings,
well, you know lots!” Tam commented encouragingly.


“I’d love to see one,” Ranelzi exclaimed.


“So would I,” Sky added. “Let’s take the shortcut!”


They sped down a side set of stairs. “Ugh, fog,” Tam observed
to Rissi on their emerging on the far side of the courtyard from the ballroom,
whose long arrow-slit windows now had colored glass in them, looking gold and
mysterious through the vapors. “Mother always warns us that fog turns silk to
dishrags.”


Janz glanced back, studying her, then looked around as if
seeking Aledra.


Sky deflected his attention. “We can go the long way around,
if everyone prefers.” She pointed back toward the door.


But no one took the offer, or spoke again as they crossed
the courtyard.
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The great double doors had been thrown wide open, allowing
golden light to pour out. Only the servers were there, at their stations along
the perimeter; Sky grinned at the ones she’d known since childhood, and nodded
politely at the elderly herald waiting in his little alcove in the foyer.


“Oh, it’s so pretty,” Rissi breathed.


“It truly is,” Tam said loyally, though she was used to
Lygiera’s grand ballroom carved entirely of marble, and decorated anew for each
event, instead of with the same old tapestries behind and pine boughs or
flowers in front, depending on the season.


Sky smiled at her Lygiera and Narieth cousins. “I have to
play host now. Since this is my first time at it, I need to do it alone so that
I don’t get distracted. Feel free to start on the refreshments!”


Janz turned without a word. His sister followed after a slight
hesitation.


The two girls retired to the back of the ballroom, Rissi
falling into conversation with the younger server and Tam waiting for her
sister to appear, as Sky stood framed by the misty darkness outside the doors,
golden light shimmering in the deep blue of her gown, and glinting in the silk
roses crowning her hair.


She had time now to look about more slowly, and revel in the
room’s perfection. The chill in the air had been mitigated by all the candles. The
chandeliers threw back the scintillating light, so that the air smelled not
only of clover beeswax but of all the flowers brightening the stone
walls—plastered over and painted white—of the room, the tapestries (all
repaired now) glowing with rich color. The heavy tables at which warriors had
sat in days of yore now wore fine linen table clothes, on which sat sumptuous
cakes, cleverly decorated, and little tarts and biscuits. Plus the sugar twists
that Velethi favored.


Voices emerged from the fog, followed by wavering
torchlight. Servants lit the stream of attendees from the guest wing doors
along a stone corridor and to the courtyard before the ballroom.


Her ball was beginning!


The herald cried names as the guests arrived in a stream, many
laughing and chattering in anticipation. Sky stood inside the entry to greet
them, repeating, “No promenade tonight. We’ll begin with a waltos.”


The stream slowed to twos and an occasional three, then the
last arrival entered: Farael Spaquel of Osterog, Lygiera’s northernmost duchy,
his gorgeous eyes going straight to Ranelzi. Uh oh.


Sky still hadn’t seen Aledra, and sighed. She could have
used Aledra to pair off with Farael for the first dance, but it seemed that Aledra
was going to make one of her Dramatic Late Appearances.


While Farael apologized for being late—Osterog did not have
a Destination, and a bad sleet-storm had washed out the road to the capital—Sky
turned to see whom she could recruit to dance with Farael. She discovered to
her dismay that people had clumped up in rank: royals at the far end of the
room, where thrones were often kept (she’d made sure to get theirs put in
storage), upper ranking nobles to the right and left, and her own Velethi rider
families in their own group. It was sheer habit.


How to fix this? She was too inexperienced at these things!
“It’s up to me,” she muttered, signaling to the musicians to abandon the
background music they had been playing and which no one seemed to hear, and to
begin the opening strains of the waltos.


Needs must. At least she hadn’t spoken to Taranga yet! And though
he was heir to a duchas, she did like Farael, who had been kind to her at her
first ball in Lygiera when she was sixteen, and fumble-footed during the
fashionable and intricate braid cotillion.


She held out her hand to him, saying, “You’re not the last,
and in fact your appearance is at the perfect moment. Will you open the ball
with me?”


He bowed, they took up position, and began step-turning in a
circle as they spiraled toward the center of the room.


At once the others paired off to join them, as upstairs
Aledra heard the musicians. Was that a waltos opening the ball? Oh, Sky, how
silly to forget the promenade! That meant another five or six dances until the
next waltos. She’d make her move then. It looked so very well, to be framed
alone in the doorway, then to sweep into the graceful swirl of a waltos instead
of scurrying to squeeze into a circle or line dance once a partner appeared.
And one always did. That was the prerogative of a princess.


Farael might look like a stork with the eyes of a deer, but
he was a superb dancer. Sky gave herself up to enjoyment of the rapid whirl,
and when the dance ended, she left him near some Lygieran courtiers (Ranelzi was
on the other side of the room with a trio from Three Kingdoms, relief!) , and
looked for Taranga.


The Dantherei court beauty was surrounded by nobles and
commons alike. Sky eeled her way between all the admirers offering to fetch
refreshments and vying to secure a promised dance, and held out her hand. “Taranga,
dance with me?”


“I would be delighted,” Taranga said her slim hand resting
gracefully on Sky’s sword-callused palm.


Taranga was a little taller than Sky, and willowy. Her
modest gown of green cotton-velvet perfectly matched her grass-green eyes, and
the flower wreath on her red-touched golden hair gave off the scent of roses as
the two tripped to the front square for the Sartoran cotillion.


“What do you think of Lathandra?” Sky asked.


“It’s really lovely,” Taranga responded with her usual
buoyancy. “Lathandra—all of Ralanor Veleth—is different from what I expected.”


“You expected a lot more sinister castles, and home guards
galloping back and forth looking warlike,” Sky joked. “Don’t deny it. You know
it’s true.”


Taranga considered that. “My mother did say something of the
sort, but only because she used to have to travel all the way to Narieth and
take a boat down to Lygiera for trade fairs. Grandpa having warned her against,
um, riding through Ralanor Veleth.”


Sky considered. Oh yes, that might even have been around the
time Chief Markham’s Glenereth elders had tried to run a coup against Sky’s
grandmother, the queen. Whose reputation had been pretty terrible.


“The bad old days,” Sky said. “But now, I’ll have you know,
a lot of the children of those fierce riders are now fierce about the different
qualities of wool.”


Taranga uttered a gurgle of a laugh that sounded like a
stream running over rocks, a happy sound, and for the rest of the dance the two
compared hoary stories from their respective families about the old days.


Sky had scarcely let go of Taranga when a tall, splendid
figure of a young man in forest green and gold emerged from the crowd, auburn
hair streaming: it was Beautiful Bristan, Duchas of Charizar in the north of
Dantherei. Taranga was the beauty among the women; Bristan was the male beauty.


Bristan held out his hands, giving her a smile full of mirth.
He was always surrounded by a moat of admirers, which Sky had never added
herself to, though she liked competing against him in informal summer chariot
racing
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