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To Mary Jo Putney, with gratitude,

for welcoming meto thisgenre

Dear Reader,

I've dwaysloved fantasy worlds and romances. When | combined that with my appreciation for the
beauity of tesselated mosaics, theland of Aronsdae cameto exist. Through the magic of shapesand
colors, the mages of Aronsdde, mostly women, are adleto bring light and healing into the lives of their

people.

The kings of Aronsdae have dways married the most powerful mages. | found mysdlf wondering what
would happen if ayoung woman didn't redlize that custom would include her—and if her groom isthe
long-lost heir, atormented prince who needs a healing grester than anything she could have imagined.
Shefedsher love growing, if only she can reach through hisbarriers.

I've enjoyed the company of Irisand Jarid on their journeys of salf-discovery and romance. | hopeyou
enjoy their story aso. | would love to hear from you at my e-mail asaro@sff.net. Or you can vist my
Web site at www.Sff.net/people/asaro.

Best regards,
Catherine Asaro

P.S. If you enjoyed the story of Irisand Jarid, be sure to pick up Muller and Chime's story, The
Charmed Sphere, one of thefirst booksin LUNA, availablein February 2004.

Prologue

Jarid jolted awake when his mother cried out. Their carriage was lurching through the night much too fast.
Hismother held him close, shielding him with her embrace. In hissix years of life, he had never felt such



fear from her. It terrified him. Acrossthe carriage, in the darkness, his father—Prince Aron—was half
out of hisseat, adagger clenched in his hand as he yanked aside the curtains on the small window.

Y els erupted outside, chilling and wild. Jarid buried his head againgt his mother's side and squeezed his
eyes shut. The carriage suddenly reared asif it were an enraged beast. Perhapsit was angry; made asa
perfect sphere, the enchanted carriage focused the mage power of Jarid's mother.

"Mamal" He gripped her arm. " Papa!"
His mother thrust alarge glass orb into hishands.

She spoke urgently, but he couldn't hear over al the noise. The carriage jerked again, and then they were
tumbling, over and over, damming from sdeto sdein the darkness.

A horse screamed, its frenzied cry splitting the air. Jarid gasped as he was thrown across the carriage.
Hishead hit ahard surface and he groaned, clutching the glassball in hisarms. His mother caught him,
holding him so tightly he could barely bregthe. With his cheek pressed against her shoulder, he heard her
speaking an orb-spell. She curled her body and her spell around him, cocooning him in a protective
sphereof life.

With aroar, the world exploded. Jarid hurtled through the air with his mother and they landed hard,
damming theair out of hislungs. Debrisrained everywhere, splintering and furious. A shower of pebbles
clattered from the sky, and arock rolled against Jarid's leg.

Then everything became dtill.

Jarid huddled againgt his mother. "Mama?' he whispered. "Papa?’ He clenched his smal hands around
the glass bal. " C-can we go home now?"

No answer.

Shaking, he lifted his head and peered into the night. Wreckage lay everywhere, scattered at the bottom
of adiff asif agreat hand had flung it there. A chill wind blew hishair, making him shake.

Somehow, incredibly, hismother still held him. Only she didn't move or spegk. She didn't even seemto
breathe, but surely that had to be wrong. It had to be wrong.

Hisvoice caught. "Mama?"

Words carried to him through the night. Jarid froze, desperate for help but afraid of who might be
coming. Even the stars had deserted him, hidden behind clouds.

The voices came nearer, resolving into an argument. Two men on horses made black silhouettes againgt a
charcod-gray sky.

"Damnit dl, it wasn't supposed to crash." That came from the man on the larger horse. "'Y ou swore we
wouldn't hurt anyone.

A deep voice answered. "Thismakes our job easier.”
"Easier?" Thefirst man let out an explosive breath. "Gods, Murk, | never agreed to murder anyone.”

"The highway doesn't come with guarantees.” The other man, Murk apparently, stopped his horse near
the wreckage. "Y ou know the risks you take."



"You take them." The first man siwung off hishorse. "1 won't be doing thisagain.”
Murk jumped down beside him. "I never knew you for acoward.”

Thefirst man ignored him, the way stone paid no heed to insults. Jarid immediately thought of him as
Stone. While Stone approached the ruined carriage, Jarid huddled by his mother, hiding in the shadows,
clutching the glass bal. He didn't understand much of what the men said, but one thing was obvious: they
believed they had killed his parents. He wasn't sure what it meant to die, but when it had happened to
Grandmother, she had gone to deep and never woken up. Tearswelled in hiseyes. Surely Mother and
Father hadn't done the same.

Stone suddenly swore. "It was an orb-carriage.”

"Who cares about its shape?' Murk muttered. "Don't start on me with that blather about spells.
Shape-mages are fakes, lording their supposed powers over the rest of us."

"The two soldiers we knocked out must have been their honor guard.”

Murk stayed by hishorse. "If peoplein this carriage were mages, why did they have such asmall honor
guard?'

"lI'venoidea."

Jarid could have told them; their carriage and the two guards had been cut off from the rest when an old
bridge collapsed back at the river. So the driver had been taking them on to the next bridge. Father had
said it would be no trouble.

For thefirgt timein hislife, Jarid understood that hisfather could be wrong.

Stone knelt by the body of Prince Aron. "Maybe he was the mage.”

"None of them were mages." Murk crossed hisarms. "Mages don't exist."

Stone looked around. "How many bodies do you see?’

Still refusing to come closer, Murk motioned at the rubble. "Two over there and the driver beyond.”

Holding his breath, Jarid tried to vanish. He wasn't certain how he had survived the crash, but he
remembered what his mother had taught him about shape-mages. Your power isas strong as a life.
One life, no more. The power of alife. It couldn't be. His mother couldn't have used all her power to
protect him. Surely she could have saved hersdf and hisfather. She couldn't be dead. He wanted to cry,
but he bit theingde of his mouth to stop himself.

Stone looked up, frowning. Then he rose and came over to where Jarid huddled. When the highwayman
went down on one knee, Jarid cringed againgt his mother.

"Saints amighty," Stone said. "It'salittle boy."

"What?' Murk finaly came forward, stepping carefully through the wreckage. For al that he denied
mages existed, his apprehension rolled over Jarid like clammy fog. Murk's bravado disguised a
soul-parching envy and fear of shape-mages that Jarid barely understood.

Jarid thrust out his chin, trying to be strong. "Go away!"

Stonelaid hishand on Jaridsarm. "It'sdl right."



"Tdl the brat to shut up,” Murk said. Unease oozed from his mind.

"Let him be" Stone gently freed Jarid from his mother'slifeless grip, which remained strong even now.
"Leavemedone!" Jarid wrapped hisarms around hisglass bal. "My grandfather is coming!”

"Y our grandfather,” Murk snorted. " Sure, and don't old men scare me.”

Jarid wanted to shout that Grandfather was strong and fierce, that he had many shape-soldiers, that he
was king in thisland. But no words came. Instead, tears ran down hisface.

"Hai," Stone murmured. "1 am so very sorry."

"Don't bother,” Murk said. "He's going to join his parents soon." Crouching down, he poked in the rubble
until he dug up Prince Aron's gem-encrusted dagger, which he thrust into the sack he carried. "Take care
of the boy. Fast. We have to get out of here.”

Stone jerked up his head. "Areyou crazy? I'm not going to kill achild.”
I will run, Jarid thought, though he could barely move, he hurt so much from the crash.
Then Murk rolled over the body of Jarid's father and began ripping jewels off histunic.

"Stop!" Jarid cried, trying to scramble to hisfeet. He made it to his knees before hislegs crumpled and he
collapsed. Hewas gripping the glass bal so hard, his arms ached.

Stonelifted Jarid into hisarms and stood up, cradling him with unexpected tenderness. "It'sal right. |
won't hurt you." He touched a place on Jarid's neck that felt wet. "We can stitch thisup.”

"No!" Jarid fought hard, holding hisball with one arm while heflailed at Stonewith asmdl fig.

Stone caught hishand. "I'll take you to a safe place.”

Murk looked up from hislooting."We can't let him live. HES seen us.”

Jarid froze, findly understanding. He could tell people what they had done, and he could describe them.
They would kill him because he could see, hear and talk.

"No." Tearsran down Jarid'sface. "Please.”

"Shhhh," Stone said. "Don't listen to him. We won't hurt you.”

"Damnit.” Murk jumped to hisfeet. "We haveto get rid of him."

Stonetightened his hold on Jarid. "l won't doiit.”

Jarid pressed againgt Stone's chest, trying to hide. "1 won't tell anything,”" he promised Murk, hisvoice
shaking. "I'll never, never tdll. | promise.”

"Murk, listen,” Stone said. "I'll keep him with me. Y ou know where | live. Way out there, up in the
mountains, hell never see anyone, never have achanceto tell what happened. Hell, I've gonefor years at
atimewithout visitors." Under his bresth, he added, "I should have stayed up there."

Murk scowled, fierce as he came over to them. "We have to get rid of him and get out of here before
those guards wake up." He grasped the ball Jarid carried.



"No!" Jarid jerked back. "It'smine!"

Murk's fury sparked, so sharp that Jarid saw itintheair. "I'll take care of you mysdlf, you little svamp
wart." He wrested the ball away from Jarid.

"Don't hurt it, please." Moretearsran down Jarid's face. Mage power saturated the night, straining to
change Murk's cruelty, straining so hard that the spell distorted and the sphere began to glow.

"What the hell ?* Murk hurled the ball away and it sailed through the night in an arc of violet light. Jarid
felt power reaching, focusing through the perfect shape, the power of a shape-mage, of a sphere-mage,
the highest form, the power of a life. Even now, the spell sought to help him, asif it knew histerror that
Murk would kill him, al because Jarid could tell what he had seen and heard tonight.

Asthebdl hit the ground with aterrible crash, its distorted spell made one last attempt to save Jarid.
Violet light flared—and when it died, it took with it Jarid's Sght, his hearing and hisvoice.

Chapter 1

The Hollow

Iris Larkspur walked down the grassy hill, savoring the warm day. The sky arched above, asblue as
glazed china. Inavalley to the wes, the village of Crofts Vae and its surrounding farmlands dumberedin
the morning sun. Even after having been at Castle Sun-croft for ayear, snce her eighteenth birthday, she
marveled at thismild climate. Spring came earlier here than in the rugged mountains of her home. These
hills hed already turned green and were bursting with new life.

Yet dl this serenity couldn't hedl her loneliness.
"Irid" The sharp call camefrom behind her.

Startled, she spun around. Far up the hill, Delia No-Cozen, the Shape-Mage Mistress of Suncroft, stood
with her hands on her ample hips, her gray curlsfluttering in the breeze. Even from thisfar away, her
frown was obvious.

"Aye wdl, I'mintrouble again,” Iris muttered, aware of thelilting accent that marked her asastranger in
thisland, acommoner from the north. She hurried up the hill. In the distance, cresting atdler hill, Castle
Suncroft glimmered in the sunlight, gold and bright, its crenellated towers topped by spires.

Seeing her wayward student returning, Deliareturned to the cottage behind her on the hill. Irissighed. A
pretty cottage it was, but she fdt suffocated ingde. She missed her home, atiny villagein the Talwak
Mountains. She had little to go back to, though. Her foster family had been relieved when she left; it
meant they no longer had to feed or to house her. Her mother had abandoned Iriswith them just days
after Irissbirth, an unpromising start for what, until last year, had been an unpromising life. Although her
foster parents hadn't ill-treated her, neither had they given any affection. They tolerated her.



Deliahad discovered Iris during the mistresss travel s through Aronsdale. Each year Deliawent on atour
in search of village girlswith mage talent. But Irishad never redly felt accepted here, either, and Prince
Muller had no reason to continue providing her room and board &t the cottage if Iris never progressed in
her mage studieswith Delia

Pah. Asif Muller would care. Although his behavior wasimpeccable, she knew heloathed his duties.
Regardless, he had to become king of Aronsdale; the true heir, Prince Aron, had died fourteen years ago
in acarriage accident, dong with hiswife and son Jarid. Prince Aron'sfather, King Daron, had grieved
for years. Iristhought it heartbreaking; a parent shouldn't outlive his children. Y et Daron had survived
them by fourteen years. Now the old king had passed away and Muller, his nephew, would soon wear
the crown.

Aslris neared the cottage, she saw ayoung woman in its doorway. Irisinwardly groaned. Wl then, and
here it was her bad luck to study today with Chime Headwind. Iris supposed she should be honored.
Sureit wastrue, Chime would marry Prince Muller and be queen. By law, Chime had to marry him; she
was the most powerful shape-mage among her generation in Aronsdae. Iristhanked the fatesit was
Chime and not her. She had no wish for the weight of such responsibilities, and the prospect of marrying
Muller would have sent her fleeing to the hills.

Chime and Muller had alot in common, both of them overly aware of their importance. Yet Iris
wondered if their pride served as bravado to disguise their fears about becoming king and queen. Away
from theroyal court, they were an amiable couple. Given a choice, she thought they probably would have
settled in the country asfarmers. Many people might covet royd titles, but Muller and Chime weren't

among them.

Right now, Chime was standing in the doorway, fixing her hair, carefully arranging the glossy locks. Her
gppraising gaze made Iris flush. She would never measure up to Chimesimpossibleideds. Thefuture
gueen seemed to care only about appearance. Iristold hersdf she didn't mind, that it only mattered what
aperson had insde, but it was hard to remember that when the rest of the world so greatly prized
Chime's beauty. Irisswild mane of chestnut curls would never tameinto the deek fal of Chime's golden
hair; her full, curvy figure would never have Chime'swillowy eegance; her face would never gpproach
Chimesangdic perfection.

Aslris reached the door, Chime gave her acool smile, ™Y ou look lively today."
Irisblinked. "Lively?"

"Wind-blown." Chime hestated. "Y our hairisamess."

"I dont mind." Irisenjoyed the breezes.

Chime entered the cottage with her. Irisleft her boots at the door, fedling asif she had lost the freedom of
the outdoors. She didn't know why the cottage stifled her; it waslovely indgde. Sunlight filtered through
colored windows of many shapes. triangles, diamonds, hexagons, beveled squares, and others. They
made graceful patterns around larger round windows with clear panes. Sunshine danted through the
glass, warming the well-worn tables and chairs, and vases full of colorful shape-blossoms brightened the
room even more.

DeliaNo-Cozen bustled in from the kitchen and waved her hands at the girls. "Sit yourselves down, you
two. What isdl this playing about, en? We have lessons.”

Iris settled at atable beside ayellow window and tried to look contrite. She doubted she succeeded,
judging by theway Deliafrowned at her.



"Well then," the mage mistress said tartly. "Don't you look hedlthy today.”
A flush spread in Irissface. "Thank you, maam.”

"Very hedthy," Deliagrumbled. "What with al the fresh air you get, out who-knows-where instead of
Sudying."

"Aye, maam," Irissad, mortified.

"Aye, maam?' Deliacrossed her arms. "'l would rather hear, 'Aye, Mistress No-Cozen, | will be ontime
from now on.™

"Aye, maam. | mean, | willnabelate, Mage Mistress." Iriswinced, knowing her voice lilted even more
when she was nervous.

Deliasad humph and bustled off, probably to retrieve their class materiasfrom her office.

Sitting at the table, Chime brushed an invisible speck of dirt off her deeve. Then she smiled swestly at
Iris. "Yes, et us proceed, now that everyoneis here.”

"| didnacomethat late," Irisgrumbled.

"Did | say that?' Chime asked, dl innocence.

"Well then, isn that what you meant?’

"Perhaps we have alanguage difficulty.”

"Nay, Chime, | donna have alanguage difficulty.” Irisfelt her face hest as her accent thickened.
"I'm sureyou can't help it,” Chime murmured.

Iris poked her finger into the petals of a green box-blossom in the vase. "An' I'm sure you canna help but
notice, aye?"

"Language, like appearance, isan art form,” Chime explained. " Some people have the gift for its graceful
expression. Othersdon't. It isn't their fault.”

Exasperated, Irisresisted the urge to snap the box-blossom. Chime, she decided, had been sorely
misnamed. "'l swear, | do truly think sometimesyou clang.”

Chimeblinked. "Clang?'

"Y ou know theword?"

"Of course" Chime hesitated. "Don't bells clang?’
"Aye, they do certainly.”

Chime |ooked bewildered. "But I'm not abell.”

Irisheld back her sigh. It was difficult to make awitty comeback with someone who couldn't figure out
what the comeback meant. "It isn important.”

"Y our speechisso quaint,” Chime said.



Patience, Iristhought. Be serene. She felt more like pouring the shape-blossoms out of the vase onto
Chime's head. But she shouldn't think such thoughts about the future queen. Redlly.

"Why areyou smiling likethat?' Chime asked.

"Smiling?' Hail She had to stop this. Antagonizing Chime would only lead to repercussions from Muller.
Irismade avdiant effort to be polite. "I wasthinking you look radiant thismorning." That was certainly
true. Chime was maddeningly beautiful even just after she woke up.

"Oh, wdll, inthat case." Chime smiled. "Of course.”

"And humble," Iris added under her bresth.

"What did you say?' Chime asked, friendly now.

"Uh... bumble." Iristried to think of away out of theinsult she had amost given. "Bumblebees.”
Chime looked bewildered. "Bees?"

"They are, uh, sunny and bright. like you."

"Oh." Chime gave her aconfused smile. "Thank you."

Déliacame back before Iris could cram her foot any further down her own throat. The teacher opened a
scroll on the table before them. "Here."

The scroll delighted Iris. Inked in bright colors, with fingly drawn vines curling around the edges, it
showed the shapes that mages used to focus spells. For dl that Iris had yet to succeed with even asimple
gpell, shefelt the power in those beautiful forms.

"Wewill start with the basics.” Delialowered her plump sdif into achair. "Iris, how do we usethe
shapes?’

The easy question relieved Iris. "They focus our gifts. The more powerful the shape, the better it
concentrates amage's power." She paused, but the answer felt incomplete. "If amage triesto focus
through a shape too powerful for her ability, her spell will disspate.”

"Good." Deliaturned to Chime. "And what determines the power of a shape?’

Chime hesitated. "The, uh... number of its Sides?’

Ach, everyone knows that, Iristhought. Then she reminded herself she was being serene toward Chime.
Delia, however, scowled. "And?'

Chime blinked. "Mdam?'

"How do the number of sides give amage power?'

"The more sides a shape has, the greater its power?”'

"The shape itsdf has no power," Deliareminded her.

"Oh. Well, yes. The mage has the power."

"Goon."



"The shapesfocus her power?'

"All right. How?'

After amoment Chime said, "I don't know."
Ddiasghed. "Try, Chime. Takeyour time."

Irisknew Ddiawanted Chime to describe what amage could do with her power. Although Chime
should have known, Iris sympathized with her confusion. If they could already use shapesto focustheir
power, they wouldn't need to be here.

Iristouched aglimmering silver triangle on the scroll. She traced her finger over the shapesin order of
increasing power: squares, diamonds, pentagons, hexagons and more, the number of Sdesincreasing until
the shape resembled acircle. With an infinite number of sdes, it became acircle, the most perfect flat
shape. But those weren't the forms that captivated Iris. She loved three-dimensiona shapes. pyramids,
boxes, octahedrons and so on, their forms becoming rounder astheir number of sidesincreased, until
they resembled faceted balls. With an infinite number of sides, a shape became the most perfect form of
al: agphere. Only the most powerful of al mages could focus through such a shape.

Deliawaswatching Irisnow. "Tel mewhat you seein the shapes.”
Frudration welled within her. "To what purpose? | canna use them for even the smplest spell.”
"Youwill," Ddliasad. Y ou havethetdent."

Iris couldn't fathom why Deliabelieved such athing. Iris had never managed to focus power through any
shape, not even flat triangles made from red sticks.

Excitement sparked in Chimesvoice. "Ddlia, | used aten-sded shape in my exercisesthismorning, a
blocky bal like my little brother playswith.”

Delias expression softened. "'I'm not surprised. I'm sure you can go even higher, maybe to twenty sides.”
Chime's gaze widened. "That would be dmost a sphere.”

Iris smiled, caught by Chime's excitement despite herself. "Waell then, and sureit is." Shetapped apicture
on the scroll, afaceted sphere with many faces. "Thisisyour mage shape, Chime." The other girl beamed
a her.

"Let'stry."” Deliawent to acabinet by thewall, one with shape-blossom vines engraved on its doors. She
opened it to reved shelves of solid objects. From one shelf, she took a polished jade ball with faceted
sdes; from another, shetook apearly disk, alower level shape than the ball, but highest among the
two-dimensiond forms. Returning to the table, she set the ball in front of Chime and the disk in front of
Iris. Then she settled in her chair.

"S0." Deliatapped the faceted bdl. "Chime, try aruby spdl.”

Chime squinted at the ball, asif it could revea the spell she should have memorized. Iriswished she could
help. It seemed unfair Chime had so much trouble learning, given the effort she put into her studies. Iris
had to respect her for that; Iris could barely make herself stay indoors, et done study. She often thought
about doing her studies, but no matter how earnest her intentions, she usualy ended up wandering in the
woods instead.



The universe had no justice. Chime had great mage gifts and the will to study, but she struggled to learn
the smplest uses of her power. Irislearned easily, but she had neither the power to perform the spells nor
the will to apply hersdf. If she and Chime could have combined their strengths, together they might have
become the student Deliawished.

Evenif Iriscouldnt do spells, though, they fascinated her. They were arainbow: red spdlls created light,
orange soothed physical pain, yellow eased sorrow, green reveaed the emotions of others, blue healed
physical injuries and indigo healed emationd injuries. A mage worked spdlls at her color and below.
Most could do red and orange. It was more difficult to soothe emotional rather than physical pain, and it
took a strong mage to do yellow spells. Green mages wererare; feeling emotions was harder than easing
them, because a mage could soothe the pain of another person without actualy experiencing it. Blue
mages were dmost unheard of; only the strongest could hedl injuries, treating the source of the pain rather
than just the symptoms.

No indigo mages existed. How did you cure grief, anguish or misery? Only time could truly hedl such
wounds. Legend claimed the royd line of Aronsdale, the House of Dawnfield, had once produced
indigos, but the historians had never found reliable records of any such mages.

Inal Aronsdde, Irisknew of only two mageswho had the strength to call on three-dimensional
forms—Chime and Delia. Right now Chime was squinting at her blocky globe. When she murmured,
rosy light flickered in the ball.

"Y ou can do better," Delia prodded.

A flush stained Chimeé's delicate cheeks. As her forehead furrowed, the light within the sphere flared and
turned green. A sense of well-being spread through Iris, and she no longer felt so painfully homesick. Her
crushing londiness eased for the first time since she had come to Suncroft.

Chime smiled angdlically a Delia. "Y ou're frustrated with Iris. Y ou worry shewill never achieve her
potentid.”

Iriss good mood crashed down. Only Chime would show her ability to do green spells by speaking
Delia's disgppointment in another student.

"Well then." Iriss voice caught. Dismayed to have her failure made so obvious, sheroseto her feet. "And
it beapity for usdl.”

Then she escaped from the cottage.

Irisran through the woods. She hadn't stopped to put on her boots, but it made no difference if someone
saw her tearing about in stockings and disapproved. She wouldn't be at Suncroft much longer. Chime
had only spoken what they al knew: Ddliahad erred. The talent she believed she had seenin Iriswasno
morethan aghost that didn't redly exig, like drifting mist that, for amoment, seemed to take form but
then dissipated.

She came out on abluff above avaley. To her right, Castle Suncroft sood onits hill, goldenin the
sunlight. The nearby village of Crofts Vae nestled in the valley, pretty houses with thatched roofs. Vines
bloomed everywhere, with rosy pyramid blossoms, green and blue box-buds, orange ring-flowers and
violet orbs. They climbed trees, spilled down trellises and brightened gardens.

Irisknelt in the grass and bowed her head. A tear ran down her face.

"What isthis?' avoice sad. "Weve hardly started the lesson and aready you areleaving.”



Irislooked around. Delia stood afew paces away, her hands on her hips and ascowl on her face.
"Hai, Ddlia, admit the truth.” Irisrose wegrily to her feet. "I donnahaveit in meto beamage.”
Deliacame over to her. "Isthat s0?'

"Aye, that be s0."

""So now you think you can take my place?”’

"Well, sure asthe sun shines, | would never be thinking such athing."

"No?'

"No, maam."

Deliaglowered. "I am the one who decidesif you have what it takes to study with me, young woman.”
"Butlcanna—"

"Pah." Deliamotioned around them, taking in the sky and the distant hazy mountains. Y ou see dl this?*
"Aye maam."

"What isit?"

"Aronsdde.

"Aronsdale, Hairs-in-Dae, that isn't what | meant.”

Iris gazed over the enchanting panorama and breathed in the crisp, pureair. "It isaplace of beauty and
serenity.”

"Serenity, pah. Aronsdaleisamess.”

"Itis?'

"It will be, after Prince Muller's coronation.”

"Ddid"

"Wdll, itstrue”

"Y ou shouldna spesk of HisHighness s0."

Deiaexhded tiredly. "Then who will? He doesn't want the throne.”

Knowing Ddlialoved the prince asif he were her own nephew, Iris understood what it took for her to
make such an admisson. "Heisthe heir."

Delidsvoice quieted. "l speak to you privately, Iris, as one of the king's advisors. We have delayed the
coronation because if we push Muller, he may refuse the crown.”

"But then who will beking?'

"We don't know. Probably another of his advisors, perhaps Brant Firestoke.”



Irisdidn't doubt Lord Firestoke would make agood ruler. But Aronsdale needed the roya family; the
House of Dawnfield was the symbolic heart of the country. Their loss would devastate the people.
"Canna Chime reassure Muller? Sheiswell an' sure agreen mage, Delia | fdt it this afternoon.”

"She does have greet gifts.” Ddliahestated. "But one must aso know how to use such gifts.”

"Itisonly that the spellsare new. Shewill learn.” Ddiasighed. "Y ou are kind, especialy given how she
speaksto you."

Iris hadn't redlized Deliasaw the tension between her two young charges. "I think it frustrates her to learn
the spells so dow. When her words bite, it isonly her fear spesking. She has agood spirit.”

"Now you sound like agreen mage.”

"It isonly common sense, no feding of emotions.”

"You think s0? | seethe power inyou." Iris answered dourly.
"Y ou are the only one who does."

"Wadll, of course" Deliaactudly smiled. "Why do you think | am mage mistress here? It is one of my best
skills, to see giftsin others.” Her smilefaded. "'l saw it even in Prince Jarid, the boy who died in the
cariage crash.”

"A boy mage? Nay, itisimpossible.”

"Improbable, but not impossible. History tells of afew. Inthe Dawnfield line, they seem to skip every
other generation. And Jarid's mother, Lady Sky, was one of the strongest shape-mages Aronsdale has
known." Delias mood turned pensive. " She and Prince Jarid had so much promise.”

Iris sensed her grief. "Their desths were agreat sorrow.”

"Aye, dl of them." Deliatook a moment before she continued. " After King Daron lost his son, Prince
Aron, hisadvisors urged him to remarry and Sre another heir. But he had never ssopped mourning his
first wife, who had died many years before. And he refused to see the truth about Muller, his nephew,
that the boy had neither the interest nor gptitude for thetitle.” She sighed. "If Daron had afault, it wasthat
he loved hisfamily too much to acknowledge their flaws."

Even now, three turnings of the moon since Daron had died, Irisfound it hard to accept he was no longer
with them. "Hewasagood king."

"Hewas." Deliaspoke quietly. "Aronsddeisasmall relm. We don't have much elseto live on besdes
farming. The land can offer agood life, yes, but during drought or famine, we have few resourcesto fall
back on."

Irissmood dimmed. "I often saw suchin my village."
"We need astrong king who can guide Aronsdde." She paused. "We have Muller."
"Aye." Iristhought it best to say no more.

"He needs capabl e advisors, people with intelligence, compassion and foresight.” Her gaze didn't waver.
"Someday you could be one of those advisors. Y ou have both the strength of character and the mage
power." Softly shesaid, "Don't give up now."



Irisfdt asif shewere bresking insgde. "I canna pretend to gifts| donnahave.”
"The power isthere.” Deliamade afrustrated noise. "l just don't know how to help you find it.”
Irisindicated the woods that spilled down the hills around them. "Thisis the magic—trees, sky, flowers.™

Délias expression turned thoughtful . "The harder | push to make you study, the more you want to come
out here"

"l donnamean disrespect, maam."

"I know, Iris" Deliaconsidered her. "It'sasif your studies drive you to seek the outdoors.”
"It doesfed that way," Irisadmitted.

"Do you have aspecid place here, one that makes you fed even closer to the land?”

Iris hesitated to reved her secrets. But in her own gruff way, Delia had mothered her this past year, trying
to ease Irissloneliness, to provide her with ahomein the cottage, more than just aplaceto live. Irisfelt
she had given back so little, no hint of the gifts Deliastrove to awaken.

"l have aplacewherel goto beaone," Iris offered.
"Will you teke me there?'
Softly Irissad, "Aye."

Trees and ferns enclosed the glade, curving around on al sides and overhead, hiding this secret hollow
from the rest of thewoods. A stiream flowed off a stone ledge and fell sparkling into apool. Shape-vines
threaded the trees and draped the falls.

Irissunk into the soft grass by the water. "I come here whenever | can.”
Ddiaturnedinacircle. "Itislovely."

"It soothes.”

"Don't you seewhat it iS?'

"What do you mean?"

Delias voice gentled. "L ook at the shape.”

For thefirst time, Iristook in the form of the hollow rather than its beauty. "Hai! I'll beafrogin afig. It's
aspherel”

Deliachuckled. "In afig, en?' She settled next to Iris. "'l have been through these woods many times and
never seen thisplace.”

"It'saways been here.”

"| recognize the waterfall and some trees. But asphere? It wasn't like this before. Y ou have changed it.”
"Nay, Ddia How could |7

"Perhaps the plants respond to your mage power."



Irisdidn't see how such could happen. And yet... each time she visited this hollow, it soothed her more
than the last, giving her peace that €uded her e sawhere. Could she have somehow been changing the

shape? "It seemsimpossble”

Ddiaseyeslit up. "Irid"

"Aye?

"Makeaspd| here”

"Why?

"Maybe you can do here what you can't do in the cottage.”
Irissquinted a her. "That isan odd idea."

"An odd ideamay be what you need.”

"l have no shape to focus my power."

"But you do." Deliaindicated the hollow.

Irisflushed. "Well then, sure, it be a gphere, too much for me.”
“Try."

"l cannadoit.”

Kindly, Deliasaid, "Y ou won't know unlessyou try."

Irisfeared totry, lest shefall yet again. But if she never took chances, she might aswdll live her lifeina
hole. She bresthed deeply, centering herself, thinking of the round hollow. The waterfal shimmered with
rainbows and blossoms hung from the vines, al colors, like mage spells—

Red.

Orange.

Ydlow.

Green.

Blue

Indigo—

With agreat surge of power, her mind opened.

Chapter 2



Jarid

Darknessand slencefilled hislife.

Jarid was sitting in his favorite spot, a corner of hisroom. He preferred the floor, where he couldn't fall.
Blind and dedf, helived in anisolation eased only by familiarity with his surroundings. Stone, his foster
father, had long ago stopped trying to make him use furniture; after Jarid had grown larger than Stone, he
had smply refused to move when Stonetried to put himinachair.

Today, heimagined shagpesin hismind, beautiful spheres, glimmering and vibrant. Over the yearsthey
had helped him focus on Stone, until now he could sense hisfoster father's every mood. Lately, Stone
worried that Jarid would become so immersed in his meditations, he would forget to edt.

Jarid sighed without sound. Meditation was his escape. These past fourteen years, he had neither seen
nor heard, and he had never spoken. He knew about the rare visitors to the cabin only because their
emotions differed from Stone's. Hisfoster father loved him; othersfound him strange and disturbing.
Mercifully, dmaost no one visited. He and Stone lived aone, cut off from the world, never communicating
with it. From Stone's mind, Jarid knew he had no idea hisfoster son was heir to Aronsdale. Jarid wanted
it that way. He strove to forget who he had been, because of what he had become. Never would he be

king.

A vibration came through the floor, the tread of Stone's feet. The aroma of mest tickled Jarid's nose. He
had distant memories of eating steaks from gold platters, but he wondered now if hisrecollections of
loving parents and a grandfather who ruled as king were no more than afantasy he created tofill the void
of hislife

Jarid concentrated on the air currents, feding them change againgt hisface. He caught that blend of pine,
wood smoke and sweat smdllsthat defined hisfoster father. He thought Stone was knedling in front of
him; sure enough, someone took his hands and gave him aplate. Jarid smelled the medl so clearly, he
could amost taste the mest, gravy and vegetables. He accepted the rough plate, but only to cam Stone.
After hisfather left, Jarid set the plate on the floor. Then he sat enjoying the sunlight on hisface. On these
rare bright days, Stone opened the curtains, knowing his son enjoyed the warmth.

Eventudly the sun moved on initsjourney acrossthe sky. Sorrow at its passing cameto Jarid; solittlein
hislife gave him pleasure. He rose and exercised, working any part of hisbody he thought needed
training. It meant agreat ded to him that he could do thiswithout help. He worked out congtantly, having
little else to do but the smple chores he could manage. His only other diversion was Sitting outside on
those rare days when the cold, damp wesather cleared.

After hetired, he settled on the floor again. Later he would go into the other room and weave more of
the aromatic thatching Stone used to repair the roof. For now, he ate dinner. The meat had gone cold
and the gravy congealed, but he didn't mind. Nothing much bothered him anymore. When he had first lost
his senses, he had cried in sllence for days, months, forever it seemed. He couldn't even fed the
vibrationsin histhroat that would have come had he been making sounds he couldn't hear. Over the
years, he had become numb. He locked away his emotions, protecting himsdlf from pain. Now, full from
his medl, he closed his eyes, more out of habit than for any need, and rested his head against the wall.

Shapesevolved in hismind.

Heloved spheres. Even in that distant time he barely remembered, they had fascinated him. They'd
helped him focus his spdlls. Asachild, he had never understood why adults had insisted he couldn't fed



the moods of other people, or that even afully matured mage would have trouble doing what came so
eadly to him. They had dso claimed he couldn't heal, though he had made his kitten better when it had
the wasting illness. So he had stopped telling people, except for his mother, who believed him. She had
encouraged him to play his shape games and helped him learn to focus.

Now he had nothing but those bittersweet games.

Jarid imagined cubes, rings, pyramids, bars, polyhedrons and especidly spheres, dl glistening in gem
colors so lovely they made his heart ache. They were works of art he had been refining for fourteen
years. He knew, from Stone's mind, that he could light up aroom if he chose. It didn't matter to Jarid; he
never saw the light—indeed, he had seen nothing since the night Murk had shettered hislife.

Fourteen years ago Jarid had hated Stone, pounding him with smal fists even asablind and desf
sx-year-old. Over the years, his hatred had fatered in Stone's unexpected kindness. Jarid knew he
soothed his fogter father just by his presence, and that he helped hed the emotional scars Stone had
suffered in the londly destitution of these rocky hills. But nothing could ease Stone's crushing guilt.

Jarid knew that guilt.

Stonefelt it every time helooked at hisyoung ward, every time he struggled to understand Jarid's needs,
when Jarid could never ask or answer. If Stone had once been hard, these years had cracked his granite
heart. Jarid didn't know how he could both hate and love hisfoster father, yet he did. It made no
difference that Stone wasn't the one who had killed his parents; Stone had helped Murk attack the
carriage. Y et ancethat day, Stone had been a compassionate guardian, at first out of guilt, but later out
of love, an emotion he couldn't hide from Jarid. In spite of Jarid'sintent to remain cold, he had cometo
love hisfodter father.

Isolated high in the Boxer-Mage Mountains, above even the most remote hamlets of the Talwak
Mountains, they scratched out aliving. Jarid helped as best he could, stacking firewood, digging, carrying
heavy loads, making ropes and tools. Their poverty mattered little to him; al hetruly cared about had
died on that long-ago night. He was no longer whole. Stone had offered him arefuge where he could
withdraw from humanity.

Jarid had no ideahow he appeared to other people, but he thought he must be hateful and hideous. He
had felt that way since his parents died. Stone seemed to find him tolerable, but in the harsh redlity of
their world, anything that wasn't actively lethal wastolerable. Jarid knew he should have prevented the
crash, though how, he had no idea. His mother should never have died to save hislife.

Moisture gathered in his eyes. Angry, he wiped it dry. Struggling to push away histormented memories,
hefilled his mind with spheres. Histhoughts easily expanded out from his center.

And yet... today something was different. A tenson pulled him, straining. He suddenly remembered the
spherethat had strained to protect him al those years ago against Murk's murderous cruelty. Jarid felt a
smilar sensation now, but gentle instead of desperate. The shapesin hismind blurred into aluminous
rainbow fog.

Straning.
Reaching.
Seeking.

In hismind, avine of shape-blossoms curled through the mist. Sweat broke out on Jarid's forehead.



What invaded his solitude? He clenched the rough cloth of histrousers, ressting the presence that
reached for him, unaware and unknowing, but coming closer, closer...

Leave me alone! The cry reverberated in hismind, and he fdlt foolish, reacting with such dismay to his
own thoughts. For surdly this"intruder” was no more than his own fevered imaginings.

But no... hedtill felt someone seeking, coming closer, so close. A green sphere vibrant with ferns
gppeared in hismind and awaterfall of light poured into a bright pool.

Beautiful sphere.

Sphere mage.

Ranbow.

And then he touched her mind.
"No!"

Iriss cry rang through the hollow. She mentally recoiled from the cold, silent darknessthat had envel oped
her.

"What isit?' Deliawas holding her shoulders. "I felt the surge of power!" She could barely contain her
excitement. "What happened?’

"|—I touched hismind." Iris couldn't shake the overwheming loneliness of that moment.

"His?'

"Another mage." Iriss pulse hammered. "A mage of power. Buit... but for this man, power has many
forms”

"Y ou know who you reached?'

"Yes" Irisstared at her, unableto believe this discovery. "Prince Jarid.”

Chapter 3

Homecoming

HisHighness, Prince Muller Dawnfield, paced in front of Iris, hisboots loud on the parquetry floor. The
receiving hall in the castle was much longer than wide and drenched in sunlight from its many tall
windows. The walls and columns gleamed with gold, blue and white mosaics, tessdlated patterns that
had fascinated generations of shape-mages. Usudly, Irisloved studying them, searching out patternsin
the designs, but today she had no time for such games. She sat in an ivory-and-gold chair, her spine
straight againgt its back, her handsfolded in her lap.



"Areyou certain?' Muller demanded for thefifth time,
"Aye, Your Highness" Irissaid, dso for thefifth time.

"But Jarid is dead!" Muller stopped and glowered at her. A dender man with white-gold hair brushing his
shoulders, hewas afull head taler than Iriswhen they were standing and nine years her senior. His
cream-colored trousers accented the length of hislegs and his gold tunic was designed in afutile attempt
to make his narrow shoulders appear wider. Iris had dways thought him beautiful, like aleggy and
graceful wild anima, more suited to running in the forest than to the confines of his enchanting but
inanimate castle. She doubted he would appreciate her comparison, though; he had always wanted to be
seen as strong and powerful, not graceful and flighty.

Right now his changesble gray eyes reminded her of an overcast sky. Hefrowned. "My cousin, may he
rest in peace, has been dead for fourteen years.”

Deliawas standing by Iriss chair, one hand on its high back. "His body was never found.”

Muller resumed pacing, adjusting histunic to smooth out minuscule wrinkles. " The rescue party said he
must have been thrown from the carriage when it rolled off the cliff. He could havefdlen in any crevice.
The caves and chasmsin those mountains are amaze.”

"It does seem impossible he survived,” Ddliaadmitted.

"Neverthdess" Irissad. "Hedid."

Muller dgpped hispam againgt histhigh. "If that were true, he would have come home."
"How?' Irisasked. "He was alittle boy."

"Not anymore," Muller said. "So whereishe?"

"l donnaknow."

Hisvoice quieted. "Y ou say he exigts, yet you don't know where.”

"I can find him." Iris had no wish to revisit the cold emptiness where she had found Jarid, but shewould
doitif necessary.

"Very wdl." Muller good sraighter. "Find him. Bring him here."
"Y our Highness—" Iris hesitated.

"Yes, yes, speak up.”

"Prince Jarid isthe har.”

"l know that."

"He can claim the crown.”

Muller waved his hand. "I doubt you will find him, but if by some incredible chance you do, he can have
thetitle

It unsettled her to hear him make such a proclamation. He was undermining his own reign before it

began.



"Your coronationisinten days," Deliasaid. "That hardly givesustimeto look.”
Muller shrugged. "Then delay the coronation.”

"l think it unwise" Ddliasad.

"It'sbeen months. A few more dayswon't matter."

"It'sbeen too long dready.” Ddiaexhded. "Saints, Muller, you know the people are mourning King
Daron. Wevejust come through a hard winter. They need the coronation asa symbol that life will
continue. And Aronsdal e needs a committed |eader.”

"The bishop canna coronate Lord Muller,” Irissaid camly. "Prince Jarid isthe heir.”

Muller stiffened at her use of theword "Lord." Unlikein other redims, in Aronsdae only the heir to the
crown had theright to thetitle of prince; Muller hadn't comeinto it until after Jarid died. Iris suspected he
might find it harder to give it up than he claimed.

Hedrew in adeep breeth. "If my cousinisdive, bring himto me."

Jarid sensed the threat even before he felt the vibration of too many footsteps. Usudly he had to bein the
same room with Stone to pick up hisemotions, but today when hisfoster father became darmed, his
reaction surged with such strength that Jarid fdlt it from another room.

Lurching to hisfeet, Jarid pressed his back against thewall, hisfists clenched as he prepared to face his
slent, unseen enemy. A draft blew across hisface: someone had opened the door. Unfamiliar and

unwel come scents assaullted his nose: dust, mud, wet wool, legsther. Many people were entering his room,
their emotions cresting amuddle he couldn't sort. He fortified hismind against them.

Then hefét her.

It was the rainbow woman he had touched two deeps ago. He had no red idea of how much time had
passed since then; "day" had little meaning when he saw neither the dawn nor the darkling twilight. He
dept when hewastired, but if his deeps had any relation to the rising of the sun, he neither knew nor
cared.

A hint of flowers scented the air. Wasit her? Jarid waved hisarmsin front of hisbody, but he touched no
one. Hefdt thetenson of hisvisitors, but he couldn't tell anything more about them. Had he been insde
one of the spheres he often imagined, instead of this boxy room, he might have focused better, perhaps
enough to sort out their emotions.

Fingers brushed his shoulder.

Startled, Jarid swung his arm and his hand thudded into a soft surface. A shoulder? Whoever he had hit
moved away. He struggled to subdue his panic. He didn't know what these people wanted, and he
couldn't locate Stone clearly among their minds, though hisfather was definitely in the room.

Leave! He wanted to shout at the intruders, but he had no words. When he had first become mute, he
hed tried for daysto scream, until he thought he would die. Tears had run down hisface, but no sobs
broke his silence. He hadn't even been ableto cry doud for his parents.

Again someone brushed hisarm, softly. He reached out, searching, fighting to hold down his darm—and
then alarge hand grasped his other arm and pulled him away from the wall.



Jarid snapped then, losing his battle for control. When the Strangers tried to take him away, he fought
them with the single-minded ferocity that had sustained him al these years. The physica strength and
skills he had developed from his exercise regime served him well against his would-be captors, but every
time he freed himsdlf from one, another caught him. It only provoked him further. Y et no matter how well
he fought, he faced too many of them—and they could see.

Three pairs of hands pressed him against the wall and someone put a damp cloth over hisface. Jarid held
his breeth, but he couldn't do it for long enough, especidly while hewas struggling. A cloying smell
overpowered him and his awareness ceased.

Iris sat by the bed, watching the man deep. She had hardly been ableto pull her gaze away from him
sincethey had found him high in the north, living in adilapidated shack that could barely keep out therain
let done protect him from the severe climate of the Boxer-Mage Mountains. The range had taken its
name centuries ago from a box-mage who had retregted there to finish out his days asahermit. Only the
desperate lived in those cruel peaks. Beyond them lay the wastelands of Harsdown. Iris had spent her
entirelifein fear of an invasion by the Harsdown armies, and she understood the need for astrong king to
hold Aronsdae against them.

The man they had found in the shack now lay on abed in atower room of Castle Suncroft, on hisside,
hiswriststied to one post. She hated the bonds; if the soldiers had just given her timeto alay hisfears,
she was certain she could have coaxed him to come with them of hisown free will.

At least they understood her dismay at seeing him bound. Who wouldn't recognize this man? He had the
same dark curls asthe man in the portraits of King Daron as ayouth, the same handsome features and
broad shoulders, and the Dawnfield long legs. Aye, he was like King Daron—Dbut stronger, taler, even
morefine of feature,

However, the resemblance ended there. The late king had been a sovereign of elegance and culture. This
man waswild. His rough clothes were made from rags, al dull gray. A scar ran under hisear to his
shoulder. Hishair hung down his back in thick, matted tangles and stubble covered his chin.

Yet for dl hisuntamed ferocity, he drew her the way aflame drew amoth. She wanted to touch the
muscles that bunched under the thin fabric of his shirt. She flushed, embarrassed by the thought,
especidly for aprisoner they had taken againgt hiswill.

The man dtirred in his deep, hisface contorting as hiswrists pulled againgt their bonds. It violated Iriss
sense of right to seethis man, surely Prince Jarid Dawnfidld, tied up like acrimind. She leaned forward
and worked at the ropes. His bonds were tight, but she managed to free him.

Still deeping, he pulled hisarms down and rolled onto his back, one pam lying on his scomach.

Irisstroked adark curl off hisforehead. " Are you Jarid?" she murmured. "' Can you be the mage |
touched in that londly place?' She didn't see how he had reached her from so far away, but even now, as
he dumbered, she fdt the luminous strength of his mage gifts.

A voice spoketiredly behind her. "Muller has made the announcement.”

Iristurned with agtart. Deliawas standing in the doorway, leaning againgt itsframe. Dark circlesrimmed
her eyes.

"He stepped aside for Jarid?' Iris asked.



Ddliasaid, amply, "Yes" Shecameover tostinachair nexttolris. "Itisofficid. Muller acceptsthis
mean asthe her to the crown.”

Even knowing what Muller had intended, Irisfelt stunned. Thishad dl happened too fast. She believed
the man they had found was Jarid, but they had no proof. Nor was he in any shape to accept the crown.

"Will Muller help uswith Prince Jarid?" she asked.

Delia pushed back atendril of her gray hair. "He plansto leave Suncroft. He thinksit best.”
"But, nay! He cannajust walk away."

"I'm afraid hecan.”

Irisdidn't understand Muller's withdrawad . The king's advisors were keegping Jarid's condition secret from
the people, but they had told Muller what they knew. Why would he leave thisway?

"He must redize Jarid cannarule" lrissad.

"He saysthe king's advisors can help." Deliasighed. "What can they say? Muller knew they expected to
do exactly that with him. He says Brant is better suited to govern.”

"Mullerisangry.”

"Perhaps. But he beieveswhat he says." Deliawatched the man degping on the bed. ™Y ou shouldn't
haveuntied him."

Iris spoke dryly. "What will we do, take him to his coronation in chains?'
"If wemug."

"Thisisdl wrong."

“lris—"

"y e

"I'm afraid therésmore.”

Ah, no. "Morewhat?'

"From the king's advisors."

Irisdidn't see how they could advise aman who couldn't hear. But then, in her experience, peoplerarely
listened to their advisors even when they could hear. "What do they say?"

Deliaspoke carefully. "We aredl in agreement.”

Wl and sure, that didn't sound good. " About what?"

"Only asphere-mage could have reached across the great distance that separated this man from you.”
Ah. Now Irisunderstood. "Aye, Delia, | think it istrue. Histalent isincredible.”

" didn't meanhim."



It took Irisamoment to absorb her meaning. "Well and sure, it couldna been me."
"Noonedse"

Iris pushed her chair back from the mage migtress. "It was him who touched my mind.”
"| wasthere. You initiated the contact.”

"That cannabe! Never have | even lit aroom."

Ddlids stern visage softened. "A room, no. But the trees and meadows, | think yes. The countryside stirs
your power. That iswhy you have had so much trouble making spells. Inside the cottage, you didn't
know how to reach the core within you."

Iriswanted to protest, but she couldn't deny the land had aways caled to her.

The man on the bed turned his head, restless, his dark lashes ftirring. Irisleaned closer. "Who are you
truly?" she murmured.

"Iris ligento me," Deliasaid.

Reluctant, Iristurned back to her. "Aye?"

"We have dready spoken with Chime."

Hai! No wonder Deliawas 0 upset. " She must be devastated. | think she genuinely likes Muller.”
"She and Muller ill planto marry.”

"But she canna.do that."

"Our greatest shape-mage must marry the king.” Deliahad astrange quality to her voice now.
"Aye. Chime"

"No. Not Chime."

Irissuddenly felt asif the floor dropped benegath her. "Nay, Delial | cannabe queen!”
"Youmus."

"Nay!" They couldn't expect her to marry this stranger—awild, injured creature who didn't even know
her name.

It couldn't betrue.

Deliahad always found the counsdl of Lord Brant Firestoke invaluable, but tonight, neither of them had
answers.

"It isadisaster.” Brant stood at the tower window, hisgray hair brushed back from hisface, accenting
the widow's peak on hisforehead. The night shadowed his austere features. Asthe ranking lord among
the royal advisors, he had served the previous king for two decades.

He and Ddiagazed out at a nearby tower, where they could seeinto aroom lit by orbs-bud candles. Iris
sat next to abed there, keeping vigil on their dumbering prisoner. The man might indeed bethe lost heir
of Aronsdde, but he couldn't act asking. Iriswould soon have to shoulder far more responsibility than



her nineteen years of life had prepared her for. Not only did she need to learn the duties of the mage
gueen, she would probably have to assume many of her husband's tasks, aswell.

Deiashook her head. "This matter of heredity reeks. We are asking children to do jobs that people
twice their age would find difficult.” Jarid was only ayear older than Iris, bardly twenty. Muller, at
twenty-eight, showed little more desire for responsbility now than he had at their age.

Brant watched Iris with abrooding are. " She has no ideawhat to do.”
"Sheisinteligent," Deliasad.

"That isn't enough.” Brant turned to her. "We cannot coronate that man tomorrow. What if he goes
berserk during the ceremony? Our people are aready discontent. If they think we are giving them a
lunatic for aking, saints only know what will happen. Aronsddeisweakened, easy prey. Without strong
leadership, we may fall to Harsdown."

Deliaknew al too well what he meant. Armiesfrom the untamed lands of Harsdown beyond the
mountains had long sought to conquer Aronsdae. They had power, strength and will to fight—but no
shape-mages. Aronsdale held her own against Harsdown, despite being smaller and gentler, only
because she had shape-mages. They could use spellsto heal the wounded in battle, buttress the morale
of Aronsdale soldiers and predict strategies of the enemy based on their emotions. Aronsdale needed a
king to lead the armies and a queen to lead the mages. Theirswas afragile redm; if their will faltered,
they could fal to Harsdown.

"And if we cancedl the coronation yet again?' Deliaasked. "What message does that send—that
Aronsdaeis such amess, we can't choose aleader months after the death of our previousking?' She
scowled. "We put off crowning Muller too long.”

"With good reason. The boy was ready to bolt.”

"Well, now he hasbolted,” Deliasaid flatly. "The Situation isn't going to improve. | say this—clean up this
man, bring him out tomorrow, put the crown on him and let Irisrule.”

Brant frowned. "She hasno training.”
" She has aptitude.”

"That isn't enough.”

"We can guide her."

He gave her anincredulous look. "And just how do we explain her husband? He may not even make it
through the ceremony without losing control.”

Deliathought back to how they had found Jarid. "Bring hisfoster father here. He seemsto calm the boy."
Brant's gaze narrowed. "No."

"Why not?'

"l don't want that man exerting any more influence on Jarid.”

Deliacrossed her arms. "And just how long are your men going to hold him in custody, up therein the
mountains?'



"It is better we separate Jarid from him. The boy needs afresh gart.”
"And if Jarid wants him & the coronation?'
"We dday the ceremony.” Brant didn't look persuaded by his own argument.

"We can't. Y ou know that. We have waited too long aready.” Ddlia suddenly fdt tired. "Convincing
Muller he wants the crown has become irrelevant. We must work with what we have. Waiting won't
changethat."

It was along moment before Brant answered. Finally he said, "Very well." He gave Ddliaadour look.
"Judt pray we dl survivethe ceremony.”

A touch disturbed Jarid's solitude. The hand stroking his forehead didn't belong to Stone; this one had
longer fingers, with fewer caluses, and it wastoo smal. A woman.

He caught her hand. As she froze, he became aware of another sensation. Hiswrists hurt. Why? What
hed these people done to him? Images of boxes formed in his mind, focusing his spdll enough for himto
pick up her mood. Shewas... in pain?

Startled, he redlized he was gripping her wrist too hard. He let go and she pulled awvay her hand. Her
scent came to him: woods, fresh grass, piney soap. He caught other smells, too; this place was cleaner
than the cabin where he lived with Stone. The fragrance of orbs-bud candlesfilled the air, releasing a
flood of hismemories: the dinner chamber dight with hundreds of candles; his mother's wedding ring
agleam, agold circleinsat with diamonds and amethysts; hisfather bidding him good-night and blowing
out candlesin hisroom.

What is this place? Jarid had no voice to ask his mysterious companion. Although he felt her mage
power, he couldn't tell what she wanted from him. He wasn't certain she knew hersdif.

Asthe deep cleared from hismind, he did his hands over the quilt under hisbody, trying to understand. It
had afinely woven fed to it, downy and well-tended, suggesting a prosperity unlike any he had known
for many years. When he reached above his head, he found a post of the bed, itswood carved with
shape-blossoms, their petals forming boxes, polyhedrons and orbs. The designsfet familiar.

Agitated, Jarid struggled into a sitting position. Stone would never have willingly let these people take him
away from the cabin, and not only because Jarid could implicate him in the crimes of that long-ago night.
Stone dso feared what his young charge might do with his uncontrolled mage power.

But... Stonewasn't here.

Jarid searched with his mind, spinning orb images to focus his power. He found no hint of hisfather's
emotions, only those of guards posted outside thisroom. They hadn't come in here because the woman
hadn't let them know he had awaked, though they seemed to expect that she would alert them if he
dirred. Her mind glowed, ruddy flameslighting hisisolaion. Warm. Inviting.

Go away, hethought, afraid of that warmth.

He knew when she moved because the air currents shifted. Although he couldn't be sure, he thought she
had come to stand by the bed. He wanted to strike out, as he had done with his attackersin Stone's
cabin, but he hesitated. Her mood came to him like sunlight. She soothed.

Jarid gritted histeeth. He didn't want to be soothed. He preferred anger. These people had drugged him



and torn him away from hisrefuge. He closed his mind to her mage gifts.

A hand touched his forehead and he jerked away, wincing as pain stabbed his muscles, which still ached
from hisfight with the strangersin the cabin. He did across the bed, away from the woman, until he came
up againgt awall. Then he sat with oneleg bent, his elbow resting on hisknee, hishand curled in afigt.

The bed shifted, sagging with anew weight. Fingers brushed hisarm and he jerked back, ingtinctively
rasing hisfigt. Then hismind caught up with hisreflexes and told him that surely it was the woman who
touched him, not asoldier. He lowered hisarm.

She withdrew her hand, but after amoment she laid a clay tablet across hislap. Baffled, heran hisfingers
over the tablet. Its disk shape hel ped focus his thoughts. He pressed the clay, noting its cool, grainy
texture, making dentsin it with hisfingertips.

Her long fingers touched his hand, sending a chill down his back. That shiver had to be anger; her touch
couldn't give him pleasure. He refused to let that happen. He would retreat into the fortress of hismind,
which kept out pain.

The woman pressed her fingersinto the clay, her hand moving againgt his so he could fed her actions.
Then she brushed his hand over the dents she had made. It took Jarid a moment to understand; many
years had passed since he had touched such shapes. Words. Pictures. She was writing to him.

Jarid shifted hisweight, uneasy. It wastrue that by the age of Sx, he had learned some basics of reading.
But he had done nothing since then and he recognized only afew of her symbols. The disk itself
sharpened his mind, though, stirring memories. He traced one picture, acircle within acluster of
lines—no, an orb within crossed swords.

Hisfamily crest.

No! Jarid hurled the tablet away. He had no way to hear its crash, but he felt the woman scramble off the
bed. He couldn't bear the truth she brought him, not after al these years—not after what he had done.
His guilt wastoo big, the guilt he wouldn't say even in hisown mind. But however much hefought it, deep
down he had recognized the truth the moment he smelled the orbs-bud candles.

They had brought him home.

Chapter 4

The Dais

Iris retreated across the room, watching as Jarid did off the bed and rose to hisfeet. Thetablet lay in
pieces, strewn across the floor. She knew Brant Firestoke would ingst she bring in the hexagon
lieutenants now that Jarid had awakened. But she didn't move. Thiswasn't thetimeto inflict more
strangers on Aronsdae's heir. Jarid was stlanding next to the circular nightstand by the bed, his hand



resting onits surface, his head lifted asif he were trying to catch an unexpected scent.
The creak of an opening door came from across the room.

Irisjumped, whirling around. Ah, no. Muller stood in the open doorway like aprince of light, radiant in
hiswhite-and-gold clothes. Whatever Irismight have said to him died in her throat, lost to the intensity of
his concentration on Jarid. He dowly crossed the chamber, never taking his gaze off of hiscousin.

Jarid remained utterly ill by the nightstand. When Muller stopped in front of him, the only sign that Jarid
realized he faced a person was the way hisforehead wrinkled. He and Muller were the same height, with
samilar features. They stayed that way, frozen in atableau, the golden lord and the dark prince, one
gplendid in his perfection, the other wild and untamed. Light and dark.

Muller waved hishand in front of his cousin's eyes—and Jarid didn't even blink. He stood like awild stag
mesmerized by fire.

"Can you hear me, Cousin?' Muller sounded asif he were wound astight asacoil.

Jarid's hand stiffened into a claw gripping the table. Even now his eyesweren't quite directed at Muller.
Irisfelt certain he knew someone stood before him, but she had no ideaiif he could recognize his cousin.

"Won't you speak?' Muller asked him.

Jarid tilted his chin, but he made no other response.

Muller turned to Iris. "It istrue, then. He has no sight. He hears nothing."
Irisnodded yes, disquieted by hisfierce concentration.

"Hehasno voice"

"None," she said, sensing Muller's conflicted doubts. If he changed his decision now to give up the
crown, and revedled why, it would throw Aronsdde into aturmoail. Y et who could blame him?

He gave Jarid along look. Then he spokein anumb voice. "May your reign belong and full, my cousin.”
With that, he spun around and strode from the chamber.

Jarid reached out to touch his cousin, but he found no one.

The Great Shape-Hall of Castle Suncroft gleamed like theinterior of asun'sray. Hundreds of candles
flickered in chanddiers and candelabras, and orb-lamps on stands added their luster. The high ceiling
gleamed with gold-and-white mosaics and sarlight glimmered outside, beyond the tall windows.
Hundreds of guests mingled here tonight, the gentlefolk of Aronsdde, glistening dl, the menin fine tunics
of ivory and gold, their trousers tucked into polished boots, the women in close-fitted gowns that swept
thefloor, each dressa single color, making arainbow throughout the hall.

Irisfdt like afraud. She had no business doing this. She was no one. No matter what Deliaand Brant
said, it felt wrong for her to stand here asif she deserved thetitle of queen.

Her new shape-maids had dressed her in aradiant yellow gown that clung to her body, and they had
piled her chestnut hair high on her head, threading it with topazes. She stood now with Brant Firestoke
and DeliaNo-Cozen at the head of areception lineto greet their guests. She would have rather hidden in
the stables.



Iris had balked when they had tried to put her in the blue silk of a sgpphire mage. She had no right A
normal woman could wear any color she chose, but amage dressed in the hue of her power. Iris couldn't
wear blue when she had yet to light aroom, the smplest spell. Shefelt foolish inyellow, but at least it
was more redigtic. Deliaclaimed she had achieved agreat deal more by reaching Jarid's mind, but Iris
didn't even understand what she and Jarid had done in that incredible moment.

In apause between greeting people, Iris glanced up and glimpsed Muller and Chime strolling
hand-in-hand, glowing like sunlight. They paused to peer a themsalvesin amirror and then went on, out
an archway to the gardens. They seemed happier than Iris had seen them in along time. She had secretly
hoped Muller would challenge Jarid for the crown, but neither he nor Chime showed any inclination to
reclam the weight of responsihility that Iriss one flash of mage power had lifted from their shoulders.

After the last person passed through the reception line, Irisdrew in ashaky breath. She glanced uneasily
at the dais at the end of the hall. She had no ideaif Jarid had understood what she had tried to explain
earlier today with the clay tablet. She shuddered, remembering hiswrath as he hurled away her tablet.
This stranger she would soon marry had shown no sign he wanted anything to do with her. Why should
he? In his darkness, he probably saw her better than al these people who might be fooled by her elegant
clothes and the court manners she had learned this past yesr.

And yet... Jarid drew her. Beneath histangled hair, historn and disheveled clothes, and his scarred
neck, he had abeauty that had nothing to do with outer form. It came from within. Hereached her ina
way she didn't understand, making her want to brush back his matted locks, to press hislong fingers
agang her lips.

One of Brant Firestoke's men, adisk-captain, came up to them. The officer wasn't amage; histitle came
from hisposition in the King's Army. Each military rank subdivided into shape-ranks, with triangle as
lowest and orb as highest. All captains outranked al lieutenants, so an orb-lieutenant had arank lower
than atriangle-captain but higher than atriangle-lieutenant. Tonight the disk-captain wore adark blue
dress uniform with darker boots. He and Brant spoke in low voices.

"Prince Jarid iscam,” the captain said. "But we aren't sure how long it will last The mgor wantsto
proceed now, whilewe can."

Brant nodded. "Very wdl. Beginimmediately.”
Iris stiffened, bardly holding in her protest. 1'm not ready.

The captain bowed to them and took hisleave. AsBrant offered hisarm to Iris, he gave her an
encouraging look. " Shall we?'

She wanted to run, but somehow managed to nod instead. Taking hisarm, she waked with him down
the hall, doing her best to respond gracefully when people greeted them. Asthey reached the dais, the
power of the great disk vibrated through her. For the first time since her gifts had awakened in the
woods, she dared trying to focus her power. The dais gave less strength than the sphere formed by her
hidden retreat in the woods, but it was enough to weave aspell of soothing. Whether or not her fumbling
mage attempts would actualy work, she had no idea.

They went to the center of thedais. Iris, Brant, Deliaand amilitary retinue. The Bishop of Orbsjoined
them, regal and tall, hiswhite hair swept back under his miter. Two pages accompanied him, one carrying
atassdled cushion with two crowns. The gold circlets glittered, inset with diamonds and amethyds. Iris
stood stiffly, aware of everyonein the Great Shape-Hall watching. All conversation had stopped.

The moment stretched out, seeming endless. Just when Iristhought surely they would al sngp with



tension, another retinue appeared in an archway at the end of the hall. With stately progress, they
gpproached the dais. At firg Irisdidn't recognize the tall man waking in their center. Then shefroze.

It was Jarid.

Two shape-soldierswalked on either sde of him, guiding him with touches on hisarm, their help so
discreet that had she not known he was blind, she wouldn't have redlized they were helping him.

Her breath caught. Jarid was resplendent, awell-built prince shining in the light from hundreds of candles
and orb-lamps. His gold brocade vest fit snugly over a snowy-white shirt with belled deeves, and his
ivory-colored breeches tucked into gold boots. Gone was the ragged hair that had tangled down his
back; now glossy black locks grazed his shoulders, trimmed and brushed. It enhanced the classic lines of
hisface, his straight nose and handsome features. His unkempt hair had haf hidden his eyes before, but
now she could see their drametic violet color. They were larger than she had redlized and framed by a
thick fringe of black lashes. The scar that ran down his neck added an edge to his breathtaking
appearance.

"Goodness," Ddliasaid at her sde.
"Aye" Irismurmured. Jarid dazzled.

However, she doubted hefelt as splendid as he looked. This whole business had to be disturbing for him.
Concentrating, she used the dais to focus her spell. Jarid's emotions cameto her, blurred and hazy; he
was angry, bewildered, lost. He kept control of himself with an effort of will so greet, Irissensed it
despite her inexperience asamage. Hisinner strength was tangible, a strength that had carried him
through fourteen years of anightmare.

AsJaidsretinuejoined herson thedais, Irisfelt asif she were akite caught in arushing wind, unable to
stop her headlong passage. She and Jarid faced each other. He wasn't looking at her, but dightly to the
sde, his gaze unfocused. When Iristook his hand, his posture went rigid. She thought he would jerk
away, but instead he clutched her fingers, hisgrip so tight it hurt. His confusion flowed over her; he had
no ideawho had brought him here. He wanted to fight hisway free. He held back because he knew he
wasin hisancestrd home, but hisaarm and anger wererising, threatening to explode.

Iris offered him aspell of canning, like rain misting over flames. Shetried ahedling spdll, too, but she had
too little knowledge to make it work. Or perhaps whatever had hurt him went too deep for her to reach.

The Bishop of Orbs read the ceremony. Iris bowed her head, listening, while he spoke the ancient words
in aresonant voice. The entire time shefelt Jarid struggling to control his gpprehension and anger.
Strangers surrounded him, enemieswho had taken him from his home by force. His grip on her hand
never eased.

After the bishop finished, he asked Irisand Jarid to kned. A heptalieutenant on Jarid's other Sde
reached out, obvioudy to guide the prince. Irisfroze; Jarid might snap if astranger touched him now. She
shook her head dightly at the lieutenant, hoping he understood.

The officer hesitated, his hand above Jarid's shoulder. Everyone on the dais had gone till. Jarid tilted his
head, turning toward the lieutenant, the tendons in his neck astaut as cords.

We arefriends, Iristhought to her groom. Friends. She squeezed his hand and tugged downward.

Jarid drew in asharp breath, turning toward Iris, his gaze still unfocused. She tugged his hand again,
carefully, asif shefaced that wild stag in the forest. He shuddered and took a deep breath—and then he



knelt with her, his motions stiff and uncertain, the two of them in front of the bishop. Relief swept over
Iris. She bowed her head, aware of Jarid doing the same, though whether it wasfrom ingtinct or a
memory of his past, she had no idea. He had probably absorbed some court protocol asasmall boy, but
he had never seen a coronation.

Iris heard rather than saw the bishop place the crown on Jarid's head. She could imagineit sparkling in
the candldight that filled the hdl, but she couldn't bear to look, to see that find symboal of the upheavas
that had disrupted their lives. Jarid's confusion swirled around her—and aso his understanding of what
the weight of that crown meant. Animmense grief came from him for his grandfather's death.

She barely knew when the bishop set a crown on her own head. The words of the marriage ceremony
swirled over her likefog.

Then it was done: she and Jarid had become the king and queen of Aronsdale.

Chapter 5

Shape Light

One candlelit the tower room with dusky light. It had been Irissideato bring Jarid here after the
ceremony; now, aonewith him, shefelt less certain. She couldn't stay; at least one of them had to return
to the Great Shape-Hall. Given Jarid's Situation, that he had been lost for so many years, she hoped
people would accept his withdrawing from the celebrations early. They would be lesstolerant if neither
of the newlywed couple attended their own fedtivities.

Although very few people knew Jarid couldn't see, hear or speak, it must have been obvious during the
ceremony that something waswrong. All in Aronsdale were waiting to see how this strange twist of
eventswould play out, whether it would result in abetter age for theredm or thefal of theroyd family.

No one had wanted to leave her alone with her new husband. She had needed acaming spell focused by
thiscircular room to dlay Brant's fears, and she suspected her success had been less than complete,
given the way he had told the guards outside they must enter here if they heard the dightest sound. At
least he didn't seem to realize she had used a shape-spdl| on him. Even knowing she had become mage
queen, everyone—including hersalf—seemed to have ahard time thinking of her as other than the
gpprentice who had yet to learn even alighting spell.

| belong here. Perhapsif she repeated those words enough to hersalf, she would come to believe them.
Belonging. That hope seemed like a digphanous floating bubble out of her reach.

It said agreat deal about the lack of confidence the king's advisors had in the sovereign they had
crowned, that they feared to leave him with hiswife, lest he attack her. Irisknew Jarid needed thistime
to himsdlf, without thelr interference; she fet him holding on to his control by amere thread that could
break. She didn't intend to subject him to any more strangers.



Jarid was Sitting on the edge of the four-poster bed, still in hiswedding finery, his face shadowed by the
sweep of hishair. He held his crown on hislap, running hisfingers over its edges and gems. The sight
broke her heart; no justice existed in auniverse that would trgp such avibrant man in a prison where he
could communicate with no one, save by the nebulous touch of his mage gifts.

Iriswalked closer to Jarid, and he turned his head asif he sensed her approach. She set her crown on
the round table by the bed. She wanted to reach out to her husband, but she hesitated, unsure how he
would react.

Jarid raised hisarm, his pam facing outward toward Iris. He cupped his hand asif to grasp a sphere.
Tilting his head, he closed his eyes and dowly turned his hand over until his cupped pam faced the
ceiling. Then he extended hishand to Iris asif to offer her theinvisible sphere,

Touched, Irisfolded her hand over his cupped pam. A tingle went through her, asif he actudly held a
sphere of power. He stiffened, and she feared he would rebuff her again, as he had done earlier today
when he had broken her tablet. But thistime he only opened his hand, relinquishing theimaginary orb to
her. Cdm spread through Iris asif she had absorbed aspell of healing. Her loneliness and her longing for
her home in the mountains receded. She didn't stop missing her home, but it became more bearable, not
the anguish that had torn her heart.

"Thank you," she whispered, uncertain about this remarkable gift he had given her. Had he soothed her
pain—or heded it? Only an indigo mage could heal emotiond wounds and no verifiable record of any
such mage existed. Legends clamed the indigo gifts had long been dormant in theroyd line, but Iris
suspected those stories were fables concocted to increase the Dawnfield mystique. Even if such amage
did exist, hewould need ared sphereto focus his power, not one heimagined in his hand.

Jarid had turned toward her, though his eyes were directed to her right. He reached out until hishand
brushed her skirt. Taking apinch of silk, he rubbed it between histhumb and forefinger. For thefirst time
since she had met him, asmile played around his mouth, easing his dark manner. 1t made her want to
take him into her arms. For dl that they couldn't converse, they somehow communicated. She didn't
know how to define the way he made her fed; she had too little experience with these emotions he
evoked. She only knew she wanted to be near him.

With care, Iris sat next to him and laid her pam over his other hand, where it rested on his crown. He
tensed, but then he curled hisfingers around hers. They sat for severd moments, neither moving, Iris
barely bresthing. A blush warmed her face. Did he redlize this was hiswedding night? That she found him
attractive didn't mean he felt the same toward her. How could he? He knew nothing about her, not even
her name or age.

When Jarid moved, Iristhought he would withdraw. But he only set his crown on the bed. Her pulse
quickened when hetook her face in his hands and moved his thumbs along her cheeks. His skin scraped
hers, rough with calluses he would have never devel oped had he lived the life expected of aprince and
heir to the realm. She felt him struggling with his thoughts. He had returned home, lost hisfoster father,
become king and married, al in amatter of days. It left him redling.

Jarid exhaed, abreath shefelt on her cheeksrather than heard. He touched her face, exploring, and she
held till, letting him. His festher-light touch sent tingles up her neck. When hisfingertip lingered on her
lips, he smiled, just the barest curve of hislips, but the room seemed brighter.

Uncertain how to behave with him, Iristraced her finger over the dimplein hischin. With aninaudible
sgh, Jarid drew her hand into hislap, running histhumb over her knuckles. When he touched thering on
her fourth finger, with its digtinctive arrangement of gems, his grip tightened. He hadn't given it to her; the



Bishop of Orbshad doneit for him, diding thering on Irissfinger during the ceremony. Now she felt
Jarid recognize the band. Y et he showed no surprise that she wore awedding ring from among the
heirloomsthat belonged to hisfamily.

Lifting her hands, Jarid pressed hislips against her knuckles. Sheinhaed, aware of the emotions tumbling
within him, an engaging mixture of boyish wonder, sensudity, € egance, roughness and luminousinner
srength. She also picked up the reason for his uncertainty; he had never touched awoman except asa
small child, when he had hugged his mother. Iris had no experience with men, ether, unlessthat peck on
the cheek avalet had given her last year counted.

Irisdid her paAmsto his shoulders, wishing she understood him better. She could fed his moods, but
nothing more specific. Softly shesaid, "'l wish you could tell me what you are dunking.”

Jarid didn't answer, didn't even seem to know she had spoken. He moved hisfingertip around her esr,
exploring, arousing her in the process of "seeing” her. Shy but curious, shelaid her hands on hisarms. His
musclesfdt firm under hisrich garments. Shewondered if he had any idea how fine he gppeared. Unlike
Muller, who knew his golden beauty well and expected everyone e se to notice, Jarid seemed to have no
inkling of the devadtating figure he cut.

He caught her hand and touched her fingersto hislips. Then he mouthed one word: queen?
Iriss breath caught. Could they talk misway? Ddlicately, she put hisfingersagaingt her lips. "Yes."
He brushed hisfingertip over her bottom lip.

"What happened?’ she asked. "Y ou spoke asachild. You saw. You heard. Why isthat lost to you
now?'

Although he till touched her lips, he didn't seem to understand. He drew her close, hisarms around her
waist, his embrace uncertain. When he rubbed his cheek againgt the crown of her head, his bresth stirred
her hair. He did his hand down her back, and she sensed how much he liked her waist-length curls. She
closed her eyes, pleased, and surprised, too, because she had always thought of her abundant curls as
wild rather than beautiful.

Iriswanted to let him know sheliked histouch, but she didn't know how to tell him. Tentative and
unsure, she put her arms around his neck and rested her head on his shoulder. If only she could reach him
through his darkness and isolation.

Try, shethought.

Just as she had donein the Great Shape-Hall, so now she formed a healing spell. An orange mage could
sooth physica injury, but that only eased pain. It took ablue mage to heal wounds. Iris had never
believed she had such ahilities, but shetried to put aside her doubts and to concentrate, focusing through
the cylindrica room.

Nothing.

She struggled with her frugtration. Thiswas exactly asit had dways been when shetried spdls. And
yet... she had succeeded lately, alittle, during the coronation tonight and even more in the forest.
Drawing on those memories, she strove to reawaken the mental state that freed her gifts. Sheimagined
herself surrounded by the sphere of greenery, her refuge in the woods.

Mage power stirred within Iris. Her spell became awaterfal, sparkling and bright—but instead of flowing
into Jarid, it skittered off him like water splashing on rock.



Iriss head began to throb, warning that she was pushing too hard. She had to relax her focus and let the
spel| fade; otherwise she could injure her mind. Disgppointment welled within her. She didn't know if her
attempt had failed because she wasn't adept enough or because Jarid's defenses were too strong.

Jarid continued to stroke her back. He gave no sign that he realized she had tried a spell on him, but his
mood had calmed, the last of his agitation subsiding. His mind shone, an inner radiance far more beautiful
than the sunlight he never saw. Locked within his darkness, he had spent years developing his mage light,
free of externd influences, creating apurity of soul that graced her life.

Drawing back, she touched his cheek. " So beautiful, my husband.”

Hislips curved into asmile—afull smile, thefirgt he had shown her—and it changed his entire face.
Instead of abrooding stranger, suddenly he looked his age, ayouth of twenty, hardly more than aboy. If
she hadn't known better, she would have thought he had heard her compliment. Of course shewould
never tell aman hewas beautiful if he could hear.

A thought jolted Iris; if she could fed hisemotions, he was probably absorbing hers, too. Hai! That was
embarrassng. Sheimagined awal hiding her thoughts.

His smile widened. Then he drummed hisfingers on the back of her hand.

Irisgave adartled laugh. "Aye, sure, | know that game. We played it dl thetimein my village." She
turned her hands over so he wastapping her pamsinstead of her knuckles. That was the entire point of
the game; to stop him from tapping the back of her hand. With agrin, Jarid flipped over her hands and
caught her knuckles again.

Charmed, Iristangled her fingersin his. It delighted her that a prince would play acommoner's game, but
then, he had lived most of hislifein mountains north of her home. He had probably learned the game
from hisguardian.

His hands tilled, his smile fading. He mouthed aword: Sone?
"Stone?" Irisbrought hisfingersto her lips. "What?'

He formed another word: where?

"l don't understand.”

He mouthed, Father .

Sadnesswelled over Iris. "l am so terribly sorry about him, Jarid.”

He seemed puzzled. She didn't understand why; surely he knew hisfather had died. A mage as strong as
Jarid would have fdlt the loss intensely even at the age of six. It was hard to interpret his moods. If only
she could breach his solitude. But hiswords were locked within him, trapped by his silence. Maybe one
reason she felt so closeto him, so soon, was that she recognized that sense of not belonging, of living
with a crushing isolation from everyone e se. She had known smilar dl her life.

Iristraced the gnarled scar below his ear. The accident that had killed his parents and caused this wound
might explain his hearing loss, but it came nowhere near his eyes. She cupped his cheek, and he turned
his head, pressing hislipsinto her pam.

"Y ou have beautiful eyes," shesaid. "Perfect eyes. They have no scars, at least that | can see. Isit your
emotionsthat were injured, never letting you see or hear or spesk?’



Jarid gave no indication that he knew she had spoken. He embraced her asif she were an anchor in his
seaof confusion.

"Hal," she murmured. If only she could help. She wanted to believe he possessed the legendary indigo
giftsof the Dawnfields, but if he truly had such gifts, he could have healed himself. She pushed away the
thought, refusing to acknowledge that her hope might well be useless. She had spent years unableto call
on her mage light, unaware she even had such gifts; the same could be true for Jarid. Surely he might hedl
himsdf. She longed to see him regain what he had lost. She was grasping at mist, but it was al she had.

Jarid seemed to have no sense of his own radiance; he lived in the darkness of hislondiness and endured
ashatering guilt she didn't understand. Why guilt? He had done nothing wrong.

Trying another healing spell, Iris used every shapein the room to focus: orbs on the bedposts, a
half-gphere lamp with itsflickering flame, star mosaics on the walls. Nothing helped. Her spdll ran off
Jarid like water.

"Why?' Moisture gathered in her eyes. "Why can | fed your emotionsbut | cannagiveyou light?' She
imagined hissght filling, his eyes opening to color and darity: Gossamer dawn, brighten his life;
tenuous hope, unlock his heart.

Nothing.
Iris buried her head againgt his shoulder and his vest soaked up her tears.

"Look who has deigned to rgjoin us." Leaning againgt apillar on the edge of the Great Shape-Hall,
Muller raised hiscrystal goblet. "To our new queen.”

Ddiafollowed hisgaze. Acrossthe hdl, Iriswas coming through an archway with her honor guard, a
quartet of octahedron lieutenants. She glowed, from her yellow gown to the auburn curls tumbling down
her back. But her eyes had darkened.

"And look at that,” Muller added. " She's alone. Where could our new king be?"

Histone surprised Delia. Here, with just the two of them, he revealed a bitterness he had hidden before.
Until this moment he had given her no reason to think he regretted his decision to relinquish the crown.

"It could have been your title," she said.
"| didn't want it." He waswatching Irisintently.

Deiagtudied him, trying to fathom his mood. Although she was a green mage, her abilities were more
jade than emerdd; at her best, she could fed only vague emotions from other people. She touched the
jade pendant around her neck; polished into afive-sided pyramid, it represented the highest shape she
could draw on. It wastoo smdll to handle much of her considerable power, but it focused her giftswith a
finesse she couldn't achieve using alarger or smpler shape.

When she focused on Muller, agenerd sense of his mood came through; he genuinely didn't want to be
king, but he had more conflicts about losing the title than he had |et anyone see. She wished she
understood why. She strove to degpen her awareness, but the pendant couldn't carry enough power. She
tried to draw on the Shape-Hall itsdlf, but it had six sides, too many for her. Pain jabbed her temples.

She released her concentration and the pain receded, much to her rdlief; she hadn't pushed hard enough
to injure her mind.



Iriswas moving across the floor, accompanied by Brant Firestoke, the two of them stopping often to
converse with the guests.

Ddiaspoke quietly. "She needsyour hdp, Muller."

"Whatever for?' He was clenching the stem of his goblet so hard, his knuckles had turned white.
"Youvedl madeit excruciatingly clear you congder me unfit for thejob.”

She glanced up a him. "I've never said such athing to you."

He tapped hislong finger againgt her temple. "Ah, but you think it, my dear Mistress No-Cozen."

Deliadidn't know how to respond. Although she had questioned his suitability for the throne, she had told
only Brant and Iris, and neither of them were likely to have repeated it, especidly to Muller. He had to be
guessing her thoughts, rather than sensing them with aspell; her strongest gift was the ability to recognize
other mages, and she felt no power in Muller.

She covered her unease with silence. She couldn't lie to him, but neither did she want to dienate him or
undermine his confidence. They needed him. And she had alwaysliked Muller. She had known him since
he was a sunny toddler running across the meadows, laughing and bright.

Muller lifted hisgoblet to Iris. "May her reign be long and fruitful "

He never mentioned Jarid.

Chapter 6

A Smple Radiance

She was gone.

Jarid lay on the bed, fully dressed, unable to deep, battling his unwanted longing for the woman who had
held him and then left him here alone. Someone e'se wasin the room now, aguard, maybe two. He
sensed their unfamiliar minds, and the smell of oiled chain mail permested the room.

He couldn't believe these madmen had crowned him. Evenif he had been whole, he would have been
unfit to rule. He clenched the quilt with hisfist. He had to escape. But to where? He felt likeaman
trapped in acdl, pounding the wallsfor an exit he couldn't see.

Jarid recognized the castle from hints here and there: the turn of ahalway he had run along asa child; the
fed of mosaics on certain wals, how the wind gusted in open windows, aromas wafting up from the
kitchens. But this hadn't been his home for years. Its people were strangers. So far he had recognized
only Brant Firestoke. Had he been able to see or hear, perhaps more of the people here would have
been familiar, but asit was, they remained athreatening mystery.



He had no ideawhat they had done with Stone. Why hadn't hisfoster father come with him? Jarid
needed him. That these strangers had cut him off from the one person he trusted made him want to strike
out & them.

Nor did he know what to think of the woman. Hetried to doubt her, too, but he wanted her to cometo
him. He loved the way she smelled, of fresh sogp and wildflowers.

Hiswife Wife. He had awoman.

She didn't seem to like him much, though, given the way she had left him aone on their wedding night.
Not that he blamed her, having suddenly found herself bound to aviolent stranger. And yet, incredibly, he
felt no fear in her. She thought him radiant, of al the strange things. Perhaps she was deluded. Her
emotions gave the impression of a gentle woman with awarm heart and strong character. He liked her
for that as much asfor the dluring curves of her body and the lovely heart shape of her face.

He wished she would come back. He wanted to hold her tonight. Touch her. The years had matured his
body, tormenting him with alondiness he didn't fully understand and aphysica need he could never truly
dake.

Jarid gritted histeeth. He detested this confinement they forced on him. He needed the hills and forest.
He sat up, swinging hislegs over the edge of the bed. When hetried to compensate for this mattress
being larger and higher than his pallet in Stone's cabin, he overestimated and his boots came down hard,
thudding on the floor. The vibration shook hislegs. Hefdt achangein his guards, their somnolent
thoughts jumping to atention.

Standing, Jarid reached for a bedpost to steady himsdlf. Instead of finding support, his hand hit—what?
Metal and leather. The chest of aman wearing chain mail? He wasn't sure; Stone had owned nothing
resembling mail, but Jarid vaguely remembered it from his childhood. He jerked avay and sumbled into
someone ese. Ingtinctively, he struck out, hitting another mail-clad chest. Someone grabbed hisarm,
restraining him. Agitated, he took the defensive stance he had learned from Stone, who had taught him to
defend himsdlf, an activity they could share that required no words.

When they tried to hold him back, Jarid fought hisjailors, trapped within his darkness. He swung hisfists,
threw one man to the floor and dammed another against awall. But in the end they prevailed. They
bound his arms behind his back despite hisbeing their king. Then they held him, one on each Side, their
mailed hands clenched on hisarms. The emotionsin the room had grown muddled and he was sure more
people had entered, too many to distinguish individua minds. He snarled, hislip curling.

A hand touched his cheek.

Jarid froze. He knew that gentle touch, knew the soothing spdll enveloping him. No! Hewouldn't
respond. He would be stone. Unmoved. Y et despite hisintentions, his arm muscles relaxed, easing the
pain from the ropes that bound hiswrits.

Again her fingers came, brushing hislips. Jarid pulled back, embarrassed that she would touch him
intimately in front of strangers. He wished he could pull her into hisarms and enfold himsdlf in her
serenity.

Concern washed out from her mind, her emotions clearer to him than the moods of the othersin the
room. She ached to reach him, just as he wanted to hold her. She touched hislips again—and thistime
he held Hill, redizing her intent. Communication.

Jarid mouthed two words. Free me.



She lowered her hand. He sensed an argument among his captors, their determination to keep him
bound. Another of the woman's soothing spells flowed over him, abackwash thistime; she had directed
thisone at his captors rather than him. An odd wespon, using spells of calmness, but perhaps more
effective herethan fids.

Someone grasped hisarms. Jarid held back the ingtinctua fear that drove him to resist what he could
neither see nor know. He needed to stay calm. Hiswife wasin the room. He didn't want her to seehim
go berserk.

A moment later he was glad he hadn't struggled, for they were untying him. As soon as he wasfree, he
brought hisarmsin front of hisbody and rubbed hiswrids.

The woman took his hand and led him forward.

A sparkle of starslit the sky and the moon silvered the landscape. Iris walked with Jarid, who held the
crook of her arm asthey made their way down a dope outside the castle. The night was cool but
comfortable. Six officers accompanied them, five decahedron lieutenants and one orb captain. Brant
Firestoke walked ashort distance away, respecting Iriss request for privacy but refusing to let her and
Jarid out of hissight.

Her husband took each step asif he expected to fall into achasm. Iris closed her eyes, trying to
experience theworld as he did, and sheimmediately stumbled on ground that had suddenly become
unfamiliar and threatening, though she knew the land here wdll.

Opening her eyes, she murmured, "Would that | could light your vision the way Chime can light aroom.”
She was speaking more to hersdlf than Jarid, knowing he couldn't hear her.

Unexpectedly he stopped and faced her, hisface gentling. It gave him aboyish qudity, open and
charming, the way he might have looked if he had lived alife free of such devastating losses.

He mouthed aword: where?

Iris had no idea where she was taking him, only that she had felt his need to escape the castle. She
understood why heresisted itslifeless halls, she, too, preferred the forest and hillsto the inanimate
confines even of lovely Suncroft.

A wonderful ideacameto her. Shetook hisfingersand set them againgt her lips. "I will takeyouto a
specid place.”

Hisforehead furrowed.
She spoke more dowly. "To thewoods. A specid place.”

Jarid continued to look puzzled, but he nodded. He traced her lips, hisfingerslingering until heet spread
through her. Asmuch ashe tirred her, he dso made her self-conscious, given how little privacy they had
with the guards and Brant here. She lowered his hand to her Sde, intertwining her fingerswith his. Rather
than taking her response as argection, he squeezed her fingers. Then he set off again, walking carefully,
holding her hand. It grtified Iristhat he would trust her thisway without any idea of where she meant to
take him.

They entered the woods at the bottom of the dope, where the trees blocked the moon's glow. Iris
paused while her eyes adjusted. Jarid waited next to her, hishead tilted asif he were listening to the
forest on alevel beyond sound.



Iris made a decision then. She turned to Brant, who was standing by the moss-covered trunk of anearby
tree. "Y ou must take these soldiers back to the castle.”

He cameforward. "Y our Mgesty, we cannot.”

His address startled Iris; she couldn't think of herself with such agrandiosetitle. But she had no doubt
about one thing. "My husband needs to know these soldiers are gone.™

Brant showed no sign of relenting. "He has no way to know they are here."

She glanced at Jarid, who stood silent, his eyes dark in the moonglow that filtered through the canopy of
branches.

"Heknows," Irissaid.
"We cannot risk it."

"Itisn my safety at stake, Lord Firestoke." Iristook Jarid's arm and he brushed histhumb over her
knuckle. She caught ahint of histhoughts; he understood that she spoke on his behaf. Given that he had
no way to hear her arguments, thistrust he offered was a gift. It gave her aglimmering of how it felt to be
accepted, making her wonder if she might have a place here after al. She hoped he didn't regret his
choiceto trust her.

"He must know heisnot aprisoner,” shesad. "Well then, if we guard his every move, how will he fedl
free?'

Brant's face was shadowed. "We must guard his every move, lest he hurt you or himsdlf."

"Itisnarisk." Iriswilled him to believe her. She had no pure shapesto use here, only trees, rocks and
ground. Her spells skittered around their incomplete forms and dispersed. But the woods and sky had an
ancient power that called to her in away the castle and its human-made shapes had never done. She
reached to the moon itself. The disk wasn't quite full, and its face changed its contours, but it was enough.

Her power focused and the spell flowed through her with wonderful clarity. Asit washed over Brant and
his officers, sheimagined soothing scenes, tranquil forest glades and burbling creeks.

Brant Sghed. "Iris, you must stop trying to influence me with these shape-mage spells.”
Hai! He had redlized her ploy.

His stern visage gentled. "If | trust you, it will not be due to your spell, but rather becauseif you can cam
me with such astrong spell, you can do the same for your husband.” He glanced at Jarid, his austere gaze
hooded. "1 hope he appreciates hisfortune in this marriage.”

Iristhought of Jarid'sinner light, his boyish mischief and his unspoken trugt. " The fortuneismine.”
"Ah, Iris" Brant murmured. "You are ajewe.”

She gtared at him, stunned. Never would she have expected to hear such from the formidable Lord
Firestoke.

Then he becamedl business. Y ou must return to Castle Suncroft by morning. If you do not, we will
come out and haul you both back regardless of what you say."

"Wewill be back before the sun clearsthe horizon," she promised.



"Areyou sure you want to do this?'

"Aye | am."

"The castleis aplace of more... comfort.”

She wondered why he sounded so awkward. "Jarid and | find comfort in these woods."
"Youwouldn't at least like ablanket?'

Irisflushed, finally realizing why he thought she wanted to be done with Jarid. "My thanks, but no."

He exhaled, but then he motioned to his men. They bowed to her and Jarid, and took their leave. Their
minds receded as they returned to the castle, until she could no longer sense them.

The entiretime, Jarid had stood without moving, like a stag in the woods when a human ventured into his
territory. When they were aone, completely done, he turned toward her, his expression questioning. Iris
took hisfingers and set them againgt her mouth. "They have left.”

He stroked her lips. Then he bent his head.

She didn't redlize what he intended until hislips brushed hers. A tingle went through her, but the kisswas
S0 unexpected that at first she couldn't react. She thought his feather-light touch would vanish, but instead
he deepened the pressure of hislips. With asigh, she closed her eyes and leaned into him, her arms going
around hiswaist.

Irishad never believed a person could redly fed the beat of her lover's heart through his clothes, but it
wastrue; hiscameto her, strong and steady. His hands roamed her back, catching her clothes and
pulling her curls, making her even more aware of how he did everything by touch.

Eventualy he drew back enough to press hislips on her forehead. When helifted his head, shetook his
hand and spoke againgt hisfingers. "I have agift for you."

He hesitated, and she could tell he wasn't sure what she had said. But he went with her assheled him
deeper into the woods. They walked more dowly than before, Iris needing dmost as much caution now
as Jarid, with so little moonlight making it past the canopy of branches overhead. But in thisforest she
knew so well, she could have found the place she sought even if nothing at al had lit the way.

Spheresturned in Jarid's mind, spinning in an endless glistening dance. Never had he envisioned them
with such clarity. Yet for dl their beauty, even more than usud, they spun so fast that they gave him
vertigo, which had never happened before. He shut them away, wanting to clear hismind of everything
but the woman.

Breezes cooled hisface, achange he craved after hisimprisonment in the castle. He would have sung his
joy at thisfreedom, if only he had the words. At Stone's cabin, he had known the land well enough to
walk on hisown aslong as he didn't stray far. He had recognized al the many and varied scents of the
mountains. He missed his home. He missed Stone. Surely he would know if these people had harmed his
foster father. Jarid couldn't believe Stone would give him up so easily. No. Stone wouldn't do such a
thing. The soldiers must have prevented him from following his son. Jarid vowed he would find away to
contact hisfather.

The woman guided him through ascreen of heavy foliage. Branches snagged his clothes and he stumbled.
He was surrounded, caught, penned in, imprisoned. Suffocated.



Just as Jarid started to balk, the woman pulled him free of the branches, into an open place.
Jarid froze.
Spheres!

They jumped in hismind, spinning, Spinning, spinning, throwing off sparks of light. Dazed, he pressed the
hedsof hispadmsagaing histemples, trying to rdieve theintensity of hisreaction. Mist sorayed hisface,
hinting of awaterfal nearby. He smelled fresh water, alake perhaps, more likely apooal, given the
enclosed fed of thisplace. The fragrance of shape-vinestickled his nose and he drew pure air into his

lungs

The woman was taking his hands again. She put hisfingers againgt her lips, those lips he wanted to kiss
until she groaned, though he would never hear her pleasure. He hungered for her, al of her, but lostin his
darkness and silence, he couldn't find a path to her through the maze of hisemotions.

She spoke againgt hisfingers. Jarid. Husband. Her full lipstantalized his sensitized skin. The scent of
fresh sogp and flowers hung about her like adelicate perfume.

He mouthed two words. Your name? When puzzlement came from her mind, hetried again. Name?
Iris.

Iris. It made her moreredl to him, less of amystery, awoman of colors hefelt rather than saw: the ruddy
warmth of her touch; the gold of her emotions; the sunlight of her intellect; her fresh serenity, like leaves
unfurling in spring; the open spaces she gave him, as blue asthe sky he never saw; and her indigo moods,
the sadness that so often filled her.

Frustrated by hisinability to speak and aroused by touching her lips, he pulled her close, harder than he
had intended, speaking with hisbody, his confusion mixed with his desire until he couldn't separate the
two. Love and anger, tenderness and rough edges. hisemotionsdl tumbled together. The silken texture
of her dresswasforeign, like arich dessert he craved. The unfamiliar softness of her skin excited him. He
held her too hard and her alarm sparked, but he didn't want to stop. Not now. He needed her. He
needed. He didn't know what to do with that need, how to make her want him.

Then her hands moved, siroking hisarms. Her orb-spell flowed over him, and he took an uneven bresth,
struggling for control. Instead of fighting him, she offered this spell of trust. It bewildered him, for she had
no reason to believe he wouldn't hurt her.

Moving stiffly, Jarid knelt on the ground, drawing her down with him. The grassfelt cool and succulent on
his skin when he braced hisweight on one hand, and the heady fragrance of shape-vinestickled his nose.
Hewanted to clench Irisuntil he sated his driving hunger. When he pulled her forward, pressing her body
to his, shetensed and put her pams againgt his shoulders, trying to push him back.

Jarid knew he should stop. He had frightened her. But it was so hard to let her go. He forced himself to
ease his grip enough so she could jump to her feet and escape. To his unmitigated surprise, she stayed
put. Instead, sherelaxed in his embrace and moved her hands down hisarmsin acaress.

Let me, he thought to her, but even if he could have spoken, he knew none of the sweet whispersa
woman expected from aman. They were strangers, thisfragile bond they were forging could shatter if he
let histrue nature show. His guilt went too deep. That crushing guilt. He pushed it down, refusing to
acknowledge it. For this one night, he wanted to forget.

Iris stroked his shoulders, hisface, his chest. The sensuality of the way she smelled provoked him past



reasonable thought, and the scrape of her skin againgt his, through arip in his shirt, made his pulse lesp.
Shetugged at his belt clasp and he would have groaned if he could have made a sound. Instead, he
grabbed her wrigts, his restraint crumbling. Pushing her backward, he unbalanced them both so that she
tumbled onto her back in the sweetly scented grass. Before she could react, he stretched out on top of
her, grasping at her smdl waist and full breasts.

When she stiffened under him, Jarid feared he had pushed too hard, too fast. But no—she was
responding, caressing his back, tentative but without fear. He would have known if she acquiesced only
because she was hiswife. Hefdlt her excitement. She wanted him, no onedse. Redizing he kindled her
desire that way aroused him more than any expertise on her part could have done.

Jarid kissed her neck, pressing histeeth against her skin, aware of how it gave under the pressure and
hard edges of hisbite. He must be too coarse; surely aman cameto hiswife more gently. But he didn't
know how to love her. He had lived alife more secluded than any hermit.

And yet she didn't find him repulsive. Her response flowed over him. That she would accept him now,
despite everything, made him light, airy, dmaost happy, an emotion he had had little familiarity with these
past years. Right now it made no difference that hisworld was dark; he saw her with hishands and felt
her light-drenched moods. Nor did his silence matter; histouch spoke to her in alanguage that needed no
words.

Her healing spellswove around him, released by the power in thisforest place. She had tried her spells
earlier, in the paace, but he had been stone. Here in this enchanted sphere, his defenses weskened. After
so many years, they findly eased. Her spellswere pouring over him, through him, into him, with
tenderness.

So the two of them came together, protected within a sphere of life, misted with water. Her pleasure
answered his, their moods blending asthey loved each other.

Sometime later, Jarid lifted his head. He waslying on his side now, tangled in Irissarms, warm from their
earlier joining. She dept beside him, her mind tranquil, her body soft and tempting. He should have been
happy, content, pleased—but he was breaking inside, the way the ice on alake cracked after along
winter. His passion had surged through him in a catharsis, agreset release of energy he couldn't contral.
He hadn't the words to describe what was happening; he knew only that he was shattering. He thought of
Iris and the pain surged. This pleasure she gave him came at too great aprice; she had breached his
defenses and left him vulnerable. He would have cried out, but he had no voice.

Panic hit. Jarid yanked on histrousers and shirt and lurched to hisfeet. The sphericd hollow vibrated
with energy, focusing hismind until he thought he would explode with the power coursing through him. A
memory came to him from anight long ago, his mother weaving her find spdl: the power of a life.

No! Jarid strode away without even lacing up his shirt. He was dimly aware of Iriswaking, of confusion
replacing her contentment. He stumbled into the pool and dipped, faling to hisknees. Angered by his
inability to see, he scrambled to hisfeet, spraying water everywhere. Then he strode away, swinging his
handsin front of hisbody asif he werefighting theair.

A branch jabbed his pam. Ripping the foliage out of his path, Jarid plunged forward into the bushes that
surrounded this hollow. He thrashed through the barrier, unheeding of how it tore his clothes and gashed
hisskin.

Then he was free and striding through the woods, his outstretched hands scraping trees as he escaped the
unbearable radiance of Irissmind.



Chapter 7

The Power of a Life

Iris sank down on alarge boulder by a stream. Jarid wasn't anywhere. She had searched for hours. The
tearsthat had streaked her face were dry now, but nothing could ease her heart. Last night she had
thought she reached him, but it had al backfired; now he was gone, without food, shelter or warm
clothes, unable even to ask for help. She had donethis, ingsting Brant Firestoke and the guards leave;
now she had to go back and ask for their help in finding her husband, their king. She doubted Jarid
would forgivethat betraya of histrust.

Last night she had thought they discovered a place together, a place where they both belonged, where
they could discover what love meant. Jarid reached out to her in away no one had done before. It didn't
matter to him that she had no name except those borrowed from the Larkspurs, afoster family that didn't
want her, or that she wasthe illegitimate daughter of amother who had deserted her at birth. She and
Jarid lived in their own solitude, different, yet they each recognized the londliness of the other, the kindred
Spirit, building their trugt.

Now shehad to ruinit.

The woods were lightening; soon dawn would come. Weary, sheroseto her feet and trudged toward the
cadle.

Jarid awoke. It was hard to tell if he had nodded off for afew moments or dept soundly, but the air felt
different from when he had collgpsed on the mossy ground. The scent of night-blooming flowers had
dulled. From the force of habit, he opened his usdless eyes.

Green.

For along time he smply lay, absorbing it. His darkness had turned green. For years he had seen no
colors except in hismind, and over time those had leached into shades of gray. Y et now, everywhere, he
saw green.

Gradualy he became aware of detallsin that living tapestry: atwig, gnarled and brown, poking through
moss, dark soil, rich and loamy under the ragged carpet of leaves, ared pyramid-blossom in the pearly
light that heralded the gpproach of dawn; iridescent dew clinging to leaves.

Jarid dowly roseto hisfeet. A pressure built in his chest until he thought he would burst. Heturnedina
circle, unableto believe. If he could have made a sound, any sound, a sob would have caught in his
throat. Hisworld remained slent—but he could see it.

He could see.



Forest surrounded him, hoary trees draped in moss, with more shades of green, gray and brown than he
could count. Shape-blossoms added yellow here, violet there, a splash of orange. Tilting back his head,
he saw divers of gray sky between the overhang of high branches. He went to atree and pressed his
pamsagaing itstrunk. Beetles scuttled away and amiraculousline of ants wound aong the bark.

Jarid didn't redlize he was crying until adrop of water fell onto hisarm. Pushing away from thetree, he
wiped hisface with the ripped deeve of his shirt. He wanted to laugh, to cry, to shout his astonishment,
but no sound came. The emotions welled up insde him and spilled down his cheeks astears.

Hiswalk through the woods was a miracle. Every sight seemed touched with magic, every lesf, bird and
twig. He climbed aknoll, making hisway through trees until he came out onto an open dope. When he
reached the hilltop, he could look over the countrysidein dl directions. Woods and meadows rolled
away everywhere, and in the north the castle stood on a higher peak, draped in shadows, waiting for the
risng sun to turn it gold. Memories welled within him and made his eyes sting; he had often stood on this
knall asachild, cherishing thisview.

Then he spotted afigure; to the north, in ameadow, awoman in ayelow gown was trudging toward the
cadtle.

Iris

Apprehenson and anticipation legped within him. It had to be her. Iris had long, full hair and so did the
woman below, her mane glorioudy unbound. He remembered enough from his childhood to know that
women at balsworetheir hair up on their heads. But Irislet her curls hang down her back, another
reason she captivated him.

Last night, he had retreated from her, afraid she would melt the protective ice around his heart. He had
no defenses againg her. He knew she could hurt him, but now he could think only of seeing her face. This
morning, in the pure light of dawn, he fought against hisfear. He wanted to live again, not just exist.

Jarid gtarted down the hill, tripping on rocks because had so little experience taking himsalf anywhere.
Theworld wastoo full of sightsfor himto absorb it all.

Birds chirped.

They sang everywhere, proclaiming the onset of morning. Grass crackled beneath hisfeet. Ashe gained
confidence, heincreased his stride, until he was running down the hill.

Iris heard the rustle just before the hand touched her shoulder. With ajump, she spun around.

"Jarid!" Before her fear of rgjection could stop her, she threw her arms around him. He enfolded her ina
hug and they stood together in the predawn light, holding each other so tightly, she could hardly breathe.
Thiswasnt likelast night, when he had clenched her with desperation; now his embrace seemed filled
with joy.

It wasn't until Irisfelt sunlight on her arm, where her deeve had torn, that she cameto hersdf. Pulling
back, she looked up at him. He stared back at her, his gaze caressing her face.

Hisgaze.

Iriss breath caught. He was looking at her. When she gaped at him, hislips curved inasmile. Then he
mouthed, You are beautiful, Wife.



"Lord Firestoke, wait!"

Brant Firestoke turned from the search party gathering in the entrance hdl of the cagtle. A triangle page
was running toward him, hisyoung face red from exertion.

"Yes, what isit?' Brant barely managed to hold hisimpatience in check.
"Cometo the Star Walk, Gracious Lord," the boy cried. "Come see!"

Brant wanted to put him off; he was too edgy about Jarid to let anything distract him from the rescue
mission. But he knew this youth to be a steady fellow. The page's unusua behavior struck him enough
that he went with the boy.

The Star Walk topped the great wall that surrounded the castle. It took its name from its star-shaped
crendlations cut into thewall. Archers hid here during battle and fired through the openings, and the
castle hedler used the star shapes to focus her power when she tended injured soldiers. Brant prayed
they wouldn't soon need those stars to defend themselves againgt the armies of Harsdown.

The page took him to a section above a meadow. "L ook, Gracious Lord.”
Gazing out, Brant saw two people crossing the grassy field, walking hand-in-hand. Irisand Jarid.

Brant |et out along breath. "My thanks, young man." He wondered if the depth of hisrelief wasas
obviousto the boy asto himsdf. At timeslikethisit was hard to maintain his veneer of impassvity. When
Irisand Jarid hadn't returned this morning, hisfear for Aronsdae had flared like mage-light. Nor was it
only Aronsdale; over the past year he had grown fond of Iris, who reminded him of his daughter, and
Jarid brought to mind the late King Daron, whom Brant had served with loyalty, respect and the love of a
brother.

Brant headed back to inform his men. As he descended the stairs, the clangs and calls of the waking
keep came up from below. At the bottom, he walked out into the entrance hall—and found Jarid and Iris
aready there, surrounded by the search party. The two of them looked amess, their wedding finery torn
and stained with grass. Irishad aledf in her hair.

Watching the newlyweds, Brant smiled. They seemed obliviousto everyone but each other. Exactly why
Iris had wanted to take Jarid into the woods, or why Jarid had wanted to go, he wasn't sure. The
closeness of nature seemed to comfort them in away the castle could never do. He had little doubt about
the success of their nuptiass, given the way they were beaming—

Brant froze. Saints amighty, they were looking at each other, both of them, Jarid aswell aslris. Servants
bustled about the couple, clucking at their disheveled state, having no idea of this amazing event because
none of them had known their new king was blind.

Muller'svoice rang out. "Jarid, what isthis?' He stepped out of the shadows &t the other end of the
foyer, near the great Staircase.

The king jumped, hisdark hair brushing his shoulders as he turned toward his golden cousin. Muller came
forward, but stopped severa paces away, hisface stunned as Jarid met his gaze. The servants melted
away, taking their cue from the tenson in Muller's body.

"It can'tbe" Muller said. "You can't see”

Irisanswered with joy. "It isamiracle.”



Muller sivung around to her. "How could this happen?”
"Wheat do you mean?' Her smile dimmed at hisdismay.

Muller seemed to struggle with hiswords. "Aslong as he couldn't lead Aronsdade, it would have been dl
right. But this—" His voice shook with emation. "Now he can rule, but imperfectly. It iswrong. Wrong!
It will destroy Aronsdde.”

Irisstared a him. "How can you say such athing?'
Jarid was watching them, his miraculous gaze going from Muller to Iris, his expresson darkening.

"Fate must be laughing at us," Muller said bitterly. "No matter what decisions we make, no matter how
lofty our intentions, we pay crudly inthe end.”

"I donnaunderstand—" Iris broke off as Jarid |eft her side and strode toward the great Staircase.

By thetimelris caught up with Jarid, hafway up the Sairs, she was running. She gragped hisarm, pulling
him to ahdt—and in that heart-stopping instant, he spun around and raised hisfist. But he didn't threaten
her. Instead he stretched out hisarm, pointing a Muller, who had come to stand at the foot of the sairs.

"My cousinisright." Jarid's deep voice ragped with disuse. "Ask Stone.”

Their tread whispered on the pitted stone steps as they descended to the underground levels of the
cadtle, Jarid and his guards on the narrow stairs ahead of Irisand Brant, with Muller and more guards
behind them. Iriswanted to hit someone. It was wrong; she was amage, aheder, abringer of light, not a
pugilist, but even so, right now she wanted to take agood, solid whack at Brant.

It was bad enough that he had never told them he had ordered his men to bring Jarid's foster father back
here; even worse, they had thrown the man into the dungeon. Iris doubted Jarid would ever forgive them
now. He had withdrawn into a place so deep, he would respond to no one.

She spokein alow voiceto Brant. "Y ou had no right."

"I had every right." Hisgray eyes could have been granite. "That man kidnapped the Dawnfield her.”
"Hetook care of Jarid like ason.”

Brant's voice hardened. "He murdered Jarid's parents.”

Irisjerked. "What ?"

At her raised voice, several people looked back. Brant frowned until they turned away again. Then he
spoke quietly, words only Iris could catch. Y ou heard me."

"I thought highwaymen attacked the carriage,” she said.

"That'sright."”

"Including Stone?' She spoke the name Jarid had used for hisfoster father.
"Wes"

"How do you know?"



Brant tilted his head toward the soldierswith Jarid. "This'Stone' matches the description given by those
two. They were the guards that the highwaymen knocked out during the attack on the carriage.”

"Y ou canna be sure this Stone is the same man, especidly after fourteen years.”
"He admitted it when my men questioned him."

Iristhought of Jarid's desperate londliness. "Why didnayou tell me Stone was a prisoner here? You let us
believe he intended to follow usto Suncroft.”

"I didn't want to upset the king." Brant spoke quietly. ™Y ou've had an empathic link with Jarid from the
gart. | couldn't risk your knowing. I'm sorry."

Irissighed. "It surely isamess." Shewatched therigid set of Jarid's back. Did her husband know his
foster father had been involved in the accident? She guessed yes; Jarid didn't seem surprised by Stone's
imprisonment. She couldn't fathom how he could have lived dl these years with aman who had helped
kill hisparents. It must have been anightmare.

At the bottom of the Stairsthey entered arough hdl lit with torches. The head guardsman took ahexagon
of keys off apeg and led the way to a heavy door. While the guard unlocked the door, Jarid waited with
severd soldiers, his posture so stiff that Iriswondered he didn't crack. How would he respond, seeing for
thefirgt time one of the men who had destroyed his life? Stone may have spent fourteen years atoning for
that crime, but nothing could give Jarid back what he had lost, neither his parents nor his childhood.

After the guardsman heaved open the door, two soldiersfiled into the cell. Instead of following, Jarid
turned to the people crowded behind him. When he held hishand out to Iris, her pulse lesped; it wasthe
firgt time since Muller's outburst this morning that Jarid had shown any wish for human contact.

Stepping forward, Iristook his hand. His face was set with lines of pain he should never have had at his
young age. His grief saturated her senses.

They entered acdll with rough stonewadlls. It was clean but bare, with no furniture or amenities except for
achamber pot in the far corner. Iris had thought they were underground, but the far wall must have been
set in adope on the northern side of the castle. Its barred window let in sunlight.

A ledge stretched aong the wall to her right—and she recognized the man who st there, watching them
with the taut posture of someone who expected to soon face his execution. His mane of granite-gray hair
swept down his neck and bushy gray eyebrows arched over hisgray eyes. Stone. But thiswasno
stone-hearted man. When he saw Jarid, he made no attempt to hide hisjoy. The six-sided cell focused
Iriss mage gifts and she felt Stone's mood; he loved hisfoster son deeply—and he feared he had lost
Jarid forever.

Jarid walked over to him, hisface unreadable. Stone waited, his hands clenched on the edges of the
ledge where he sat. And then, while everyone watched, the King of Aronsdae went down on one knee
to aprisoner in hisdungeon.

"What isthis?" Stone spokein such alow voice, Iris could barely hear him. ™Y ou knedl to me? Surely
not." He was speaking to himsdlf rather than Jarid; he obvioudy expected no response.

Jarid lifted hishead. Then he answered in hisrusty voice. "Surely yes."
Stonefroze. "Dani ?'

"Dani?" Emotion roughened Jarid's voice. "Isthat what you named me?"



"l—yes, yes, | did." Wonder showed on Stone's face. "What miracleisthis, son?"
Brant Firestoke spoke harshly. "Do not presumeto cal HisMgesty your son.”
Stone jerked up his head. "His Mgjesty?'

Saints almighty. Had they told him nothing about Jarid? It seemed impaossible Stone couldn't have
known. Only someone completely secluded after the desth of Jarid's parents wouldn't have heard about
their accident and theloss of their son.

And yet... remembering the desolate mountains where they had found Ston€e's cabin, many days ride
from any town, Irisredized it was poss ble he could have been that isolated, if Stone had chosento
withdraw from the rest of humanity. But why had he kept Jarid hidden for so many years? To protect
himsdf?

Muller answered Stone, hisvoiceicy. "Yes HisMgesty. That night you murdered the heir to
Arongdde."

Jarid rose to hisfeet. He started to answer, then stopped. Everyone remained slent, waiting while he
struggled to do what most people took for granted—speak. Finaly he responded, his voice rough.
"Stone did not kill my parents. Murk was the one who drove us off the road.”

"But | wasthere." Stone stood up next to him, watching the king with painful compassion. 1, too, am
responsble”

Jarid raised hishand asif to touch Stone'sface, the man who had taken care of him for solong. "Any sin
you committed, even that Murk committed, wasfar lessthan mine."

Hisfoster father answered in alow voice. "No."

"Stone—" Jarid's voice caught.

"Stone?" Hisfather sounded subdued. "Is that how you thought of me?”

Jarid nodded. "For strength. A contrast to Murk."

"l don't understand,” Muller said. "WhoisMurk?'

Jarid tried to answer, then shook his head.

"Murk planned the robbery,” Stone said. "He was the other highwayman.”

"And you only now reved this?' Muller demanded. "Better to protect your own, en?'
Stone's gaze never wavered. "Aye."

"Nay," Irismurmured, using the cdll to help her focuson Stone. "Y ou did it for Jarid. Y ou remained slent
to protect him."

Stone blinked. " Jarid?"
"My husband. TheKing."

Stone's westhered face gentled as he turned to hisformer ward. "Y ou have married thislovely young
lady?" When Jarid nodded, Stone said, "It isagood thing." He hesitated, regret in his expression. " Jarid



isyour name?'

"Itis" Jarid said softly.

"l an sorry. | never knew."

Jarid touched hisarm. "Do not be sorry."

"What does she mean, you remained silent about this Murk to protect Jarid?' Muller asked. "What lies
have you told my cousin?'

"Told?" Stone answered quietly. "I have told him nothing and everything. | spoke to him for fourteen
years, Gracious Lord, and he heard nothing. What did | tell him? That the boy punished himsdlf for
something not hisfault? Yes, | told him. He never heard.”

Jarid spokein arasp. "'l am no boy."
"Enough,” Brant sad. "WhereisthisMurk?'
"Gone," Jarid grated.

"Gone?' Muller'sforehead furrowed. "Where?'

Jarid didn't answer. Ingtead he walked to the window and gazed past its bars to the meadows below. Iris
wanted to go to him, to offer succor for hisgrief over his parents. But his need for separation surrounded
him like ashield; to approach now would be an intrusion.

"| cannot take you to Murk," Stonetold them. "I am sorry.”
Muller'sjaw worked. "Y ou will tell uswhere your partner has hidden.”
"] cannot.”

Brant spoke, hisvoicelike the wind that scoured the land in winter. "We have been patient with you,
highwayman. But that isdone now. Y ou will talk."

Stone'sface paed, but till he said nothing.

Brant motioned to the soldiers. "Take him to the interrogation room."

"No!" Jarid spun around from the window, unsettling in hisintengty. ™Y ou will not.”
"Why?' Muller asked. "Why, Cousin?'

"Y ou know the legend of indigo mages?' Jarid's voice had jagged edges.

Muller blinked. "Of course."

Brant was studying Jarid closdly. "No indigo mage has ever been known."

"My mother,” Jarid said.

"That cannot be," Brant said. "We have no records of such.”

A voice came from behind them. "No. But | recognized signs of her ability.”



Iris swung around. Deliastood in the doorway, her gray hair disarrayed around her face, her cheeksred
asif she had run here through the wind.

"It isthe legend of theindigo mages," Ddiasaid, coming forward. "A mage's power islimited by the
strength of her life. She can soothe, yes, but no more than she could soothe hersalf. She can hedl only
injuries she could recover from herself and fed only emotions she can recognize and endure.” Quietly she
added, "An indigo mage would have the greatest power of al."

"The power of alife," Jarid said, his gaze hooded.

Iriswas beginning to understand. "An indigo mage can save alife. But only one, for she hasonly onelife.”
Ddlias voice softened as she addressed Jarid. ™Y our mother saved your lifein the crash, yes?"
Hisvoicerasped. "Shedied so | could live."

"Nay, Jarid, itisn your fault,” Irissaid.

"Y ou must not punish yoursdlf for their deaths," Ddliasaid.

"Y ou should have brought him home," Muller told Stone, his voice edged with anger. "How could you
keep himinthat hovd ?'

"Hedidn't know who | was," Jarid said.
Iriswatched her husband uneasily. There was moreto thisthan hisgrief over his parents. But what?

Brant narrowed his gaze at Stone. "'Y ou could have made inquiries. Y ou chose instead to protect
yoursdlf."

"Yes" Stonemet hisgaze. "l did."

"Liar." Pain etched linesin Jarid'sface. "Liar "

"Son, don't,” Stone said. "Let it go."

"Why?" Jarid's voice grated asif it could tear histhroat. "They should know thetruth.”
"Whét truth?' Muller asked.

"About Murk," Jarid said. "About me."

"Dani, stop,” Stone whispered.

"Whatever youre hiding," Brant told Stone, "wewill discover it."

"Stop." Jarid was facing them, tall and imposing, his body dark againgt the patch of light made by the
barred window at hisback. Helifted hisarmsfrom his sides until his handswere a waist level, his pdms
cupped upward.

Then it began.

Light filled his hands, asif he held aglowing red orb in each. He had a haunted expresson, hisface stark,
lit from below by the orbs. Therest of the cell darkened about him.

Deliamoved next to Iris. "A red mage?' she murmured.



Irisswalowed. "I think more. Much more.”
Jarid continued to stare at Brant. The cell was growing hot, asif he held flamesrather than light.
The spheres of light changed.

They turned gold—the aches and painsin Iriss body from her night in the forest vanished. When the
pheresturned yellow, her grief for having never known her birth parents eased. The orbs turned
green—and Iris knew, with a devagtating clarity, the sdlf-loathing that rilled Jarid. But why. Why? The
orbs kept changing, sky-blue now, and the scratches on her arms faded.

The spheresturned indigo.

Tearswelled in Iriss eyes as she realized what he had achieved. Incredibly, Jarid had within him the
power to cure even grief, a least that of people other than himself. Yet for dl its beauty, sheressted his
healing spell. She wanted to overcome her sorrows herself, not through spells.

The spheresturned even darker.
Viole.
"Santsabove," Deliawhispered.

"The power of alife," Jarid rasped. "The power to give—or to take away." He extended hisarm toward
Brant, hishand filled with violet light. "1 took Murk."

Brant sared a him. "l don't understand.”

Jarid's words dropped into the air like stones. " That night when he murdered my parents, | reached out
with my mind—and | killed him."

Chapter 8

Prince of Sun and Shadow

Ddlalit the candlesin her cottage, one for each mage power: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo. Iris
sat at the circular table and touched the indigo candle. "In arainbow, violet comes after indigo.”

"Soit does" Deliawearily settled in achair across from her. She seemed subdued, asif she had yet to
absorb what had happened in Stone's cell today .

Iris spoke quietly. "Only aviolet mage could have killed Murk. And Jarid was only six.”
"Yes." Sorrow came from Delias mind. "His mother's spell on the glassball probably helped him focus.™

"I've never even heard legends of violet mages.” Irisfound it hard to comprehend such power.



Deliashuddered. "It frightensme.”

"Hewouldnauseit for evil." Iriswasn't sureif shewastrying to convince Ddliaor herself.
"All mage powers have their dark aspects. One who can hed can adso causeinjury.”
"But it never hgppens.”

"It happens, Iris." Deliarubbed her eyes. " Shape-magesrarely abuse their gifts because it hurts the mage
just as much asthe other person. A hedler who deliberately injures someone aso experiencesthe pain
hersdf. It isapowerful deterrent But at the age of six, Jarid understood too little about his gifts—and the
consequences of misusing them.”

"He knowsnow," Iris said murmured.
"I'm surprised the spdll didn't kill him, too."
"It cameclosg, | think."

Delianodded sadly. "If he had truly wanted to use his power for ill, he could have done so long ago,
instead of locking hismind away."

"Locking hismind?'

"He made himsdlf blind, deaf and mute as punishment.”

The thought threatened to bresk Iriss heart, al the more so because she knew Deliawasright.
Watching her, Ddliasaid, "With you, he has begun to hed ."

"I cahnado enough. We are shadowsto his brilliance. Iris thought of the wedding gift he had given her,
theinvigble sphere, aspd| of good will she had taken into hersdlf. "I donnathink he even needs actud
shapesto focus. Heimagines them. Red shapes help, but he can use those he seesonly in hismind.”

"And yet he hidesfrom his own power."

Iris could see, in her mind, the tormented young king, his pamsfilled with violet light, his gaze haunted as
he confessed to murder. "If only hewould let megoto him."

"Ishe gill secluded in the tower?"
"Aye. Herefusesto let anyone near.” She grimaced. "Muller hasna been much better.”

"l don't understand Muller. He practicaly begged Jarid to take the crown when he thought his cousin was
incagpable of ruling." Ddliashook her head. "Why is he horrified now that Jarid might actudly rule?’

"Jarid killed aman with his mage power."
"Muller didn't know that until thismorning.”

Irisgfted through her impressions of the golden lord. "1 think Muller sent usto find Jarid because he
genuinely believed his cousin would make a better king. | donnaknow why."

"It makes no sense. Muller has spent years |earning to govern. He had to know he was better prepared
than Jarid." Delias face creased with linesthat had deepened over the past few days. ™Y ou would think
he would have fought for thetitle.”



"Hedidnawant it."
"I'm not so sure.”
Irisexhaled. Neither was she.

Prince of Sunbeams, Iristhought. Muller stood at the top of ahill, facing away from her, gazing out over
CroftsVdeinthevaley below. Dressed in impeccable white trousers, gold boots and agilded tunic, he
glowed. The sun turned him radiant. Wind blew his hair back from hisface, showing hisrega profile, his
features so perfect he never seemed fully red to Iris.

When she came up to him, he turned with astart, then relaxed when he saw her. He bowed deeply.
"Good morn, Your Magesty."

This change of status between them unsettled Iris. Only afew days ago, she had bowed to him.
"Good morn." She gestured at therolling green hills. "A lovely view."

"Likeour roya family." Bitterness edged hisvoice. "Beautiful on the outside, rotted from within."
She responded gently. "That isn true, Muller.”

"lan't it?" Hisfist clenched. "Y ou heard Jarid. A shape-mage who can kill."

"He had provocation.”

"And if hefeds he has provocation again?'

"Saints, Muller, look what it did to him. It wasn his mother's broken spdll that left him unable to spesk,
hear or see. It was him." She searched for words that would do justice to what she had sensed in Jarid.
"Hefdt Murk die. How could asix-year-old live with that? And he knew, even then, that killing opposed
everything it meant to be a shape-mage. What if we hadna found him?Would he have spent the rest of
hislife atoning for being aterrified little boy who defended himsdf from the monster who murdered his
parents and meant to kill him? He's suffered enough.”

Muller answered in alow voice. "Before we knew anything about him, | had been so certain it would be
best if | sepped aside. Then we discovered he was completely unfit to rule. Even that wasall right for
Aronsdale—you would do well in his place. But then he began to recover and suddenly we had aking
who would rule, but imperfectly.”

"Surely aflawed king is better than none at dl.”
Hisvoice cracked. "Eventhen | didn't know the worst. Heis an abomination. A mage who kills."

Iris couldn't sort his tangled emotions; she had no shapes to focus her power. Shetried to draw on the
sun, but it was too distant, too abstract. Shefdlt asif she were using untrained muscles. She strained to
concentrate—and then she had a sense of going over abarrier. Her spell blossomed and she felt Muller's
deep-seated dread at the prospect of Jarid ruling Aronsdde. Even knowing how much perfection meant
to Muller, Irisdidn't understand the depth of hisreaction, nor could she delve deeply enough to discover
what caused hisfear.

She spoke softly, "We are dl flawed, Muller. Just look a me."

Helifted his hands, then dropped them, moving with the unconscious grace he never seemed to want
rather than the warrior's power helonged to command. "Iris, it may not seem so now, but you will come



into your own asameage, at least a sapphire, maybe an indigo, greater than Delia, greater than Chime,
perhaps even greater than Jarid's mother.”

She wondered why he hadn't answered her question. "In the past, Deliasaid emerald was my limit."
"Shewaswrong. | told her s0."
Irisfdt asif he had just punched her inthe gut. "Y ou believed | had such power and you never told me?"

"Ddiadidn't want meinterfering. Besides, shethinks| have no mage power." He shrugged, trying for a
nonchaance he obvioudy didn't fed. "Shewouldn't listen.”

"Y ou should havetold me." Suddenly Iris understood. "Except then you and | would have had to wed.
And you want Chime."

Hesad, smply, "Yes"
"If | redlly am that strong amage, surely you knew it would come out.”

"Once Chime and | were married, it wouldn't have mattered. We couldn't undo the union." Helooked
toward the cagtle, high on its bluff. " And then you found Jarid."

Irisexhded. "That iswhy you sent meto get him."

"In part." He swept hisarm out asif to include the entire country. "But what | said beforeistrue.
Aronsdale needs you. | would only bring sorrow to our people.”

"How could you give up o easily?'

Muller gave ahitter laugh. "Y ou think | gave up?' Bending down, he dug up achunk of rock. Then he
showed her. "What shapeisthis?’

"Anovd, sort of." A broken oval; the end had cracked off, leaving ajagged edge.
"Animperfect shape”

ey

"Canyou useit for spells?’

Iristried to concentrate on the rock, but instead of focusing her power, it dispersed her spell likea
jagged seashore bresking up waves.

"Nay, Muller." She gave him back therock. "It ruinsthe spell.”
"Asit would for any normal shape-mage." He concentrated on the rock, hisforehead creasing.
"Muller?" Iriswondered at hisintense focus. It was exactly the way Delialooked before she did aspell.

Suddenly a spark jumped up from the rock, which turned red like a hot coal. With agrunt, Muller
dropped the stone. It hit the ground and the grass sizzled.

Irisgaped at him. "What did you do?' The glow in the rock was only now fading.

"Tha," hesad harshly, "is my mage power."



"But... but you have no—"

"No power? Aye, S0 Deliabelieves. Why? Because she can't fed a'gift’ asimperfect asmine. | can only
use flawed shapes." He kicked the scorched rock at their feet. Y ou want meto create light? That was
the best | could do. My spells dways come out twisted. Wrong. But | have the Dawnfield mage strength,
green a least, maybe blue. It would devastate Aronsdale to have me at its helm.”

"Hai, Muller." No wonder he had dreaded becoming king. In arealm that kept its freedom only because
of its shape-mages, such adigtortion of power from the highest authority in the land could debilitate the
country.

Muller indicated the distant figure of awoman in ameadow. She was waking toward their hill, her white
dress drifting on thewind. Like him, she was etheredly beautiful, dmost unbearably so.

"My betrothed,” he said.
"Does Chime know?"

"Y es. She helps me. Soothes me." Softly he added, "But we cannot deny the truth. Sheand | are
flawed."

"Muller, nay."

Hisface was pengive. "Y ou think she doesn't redli ze she has too much trouble understanding spells? She
and | will never win acclaim for our gifts of the mind, but we complement each other.”

Iris was beginning to see why he and Chime spent so much time making themselves beautiful. It hel ped
them endure what they percelved asther flaws on theinsde. She spoke gently. "Acclam meanslittle. A
love that makes each of you fed wholeispricdess If only she and Jarid could find their way to such a
gft.

"A pretty thought." Pain showed on hisface, though hetried to hideit. "But idedistic.”

"Sometimesidedismisdl wehave" Iriswatched Chime climbing the hill. "Jarid and | know s0 little about
our duties. All of usare flawed, Muller, but together, perhaps we can do what would be impossible for
oneof usaone." Sheturned to him. "Help us. Let metell Jarid you will stay. Heand |, we need you and
Chime"

For along moment Muller watched his betrothed. Just as Iris thought he wouldn't answer, he turned back
to her. "I will talk to Chime." He gave her awan smile. "But | don't know how much we can do.”
"Thank you," she murmured.

Intruth, lrisdidn't know what she could do, either. Jarid had withdrawn from them al. She didn't know
how to breach the barriersto his heart—and without him, Aronsdale would remain incomplete.

Jarid sat againgt thewadll of the tower room, acurving surfacetiled in gold mosaics. Hefdt likeafigurein
around box. He could focus his power through the tiles, the room, the orb-lamp on its stand, even the
gtairs beyond the door. Power coursed within him, awakened by hiswife and her damnably soothing
touch, the hedling she drew from within hersdf and gaveto him.

Iris.



Pulling hiskneesto his chest, Jarid crossed hisarms and laid hisforehead on them. Hismind kept
replaying that moment from this morning when—for thefirst timein his life—he had seen hisfodter father.
Stone. The man had awesthered face. A worn face. An aging face.

A bdoved face.

Jarid had ordered the guards to free Stone and give him a guest suite in the castle, and he had made sure
they did as he said. Then he had retreated here. Nothing would et him escape the truth. Now everyone
knew: their king was an atrocity. All thisday he had been reliving Murk's degth; no longer could he deny
the memory. That night, al those years ago, he had thought he would die himself. He wastainted. He
would return with Stone to the mountains and live hislifein isolation. He hated to leave Iris, but he
couldn't et her stay with him. Hewould destroy her. He would destroy Aronsdae.

A knock came on the door.

Jarid ignored it, but silence no longer protected him. Nor could he shut out the compassion that flowed to
him from beyond that porta. He shouldn't have been able to sense Iris so well with the door between
them, but he did. They had reached each other across valeys and mountains and rivers, beyond the
forest and beneath the bowl of the sky. It should have been impossible, but they had doneit. Now she
was apart of him, one so integrd to his heart that he feared he would shatter when he left her.

The door opened. Jarid rose to hisfeet, his back against thewall, his posture defensive. Iris stood framed
in the gracefully arched doorway. Guards loomed behind her, their hands on the hilts of their swords,
ready to defend their queen againgt their king.

Iris stepped ingde and turned to the guards. Y ou may close the door."

"Your Mgesty," one began. "Y ou shouldn't risk—"

"l shal seemy husband in private,” Irissaid firmly.

When the guard till hesitated, Jarid spoke in his roughened voice. ™Y ou heard her."

With poorly disguised reluctance, the guard closed the door. Jarid told himsdlf he should insist that Iris
also leave, but the words deserted him. He wanted her too much.

Sop. He put up hishand, pam out, to push her away.
"Y ou donnafool me," she murmured.

"You mus go."

Shecameover to him. "Nay, my love."

"Y ou cannot love me."

"You can say | will never beyours, but you cannatel mewhat | will fed.” She spoke with compassion.
"Give ustimeto learn each other, Jarid. With you, | fed acloseness|'ve never known before. It isasif
we have aplacein theworld. A home. Perhaps neither of us knows how to love the other, but the seed
isthere. Let usgiveit achanceto grow."

Jarid wished he could give that to her: ahome, aplace, ahusband to cherish her. She deserved dl that
and more. But his scarred heart had nothing to offer.

Iris beseged his defenses. He bardly stopped himself from gathering her into hisarms. His conflicted



emotions bewildered him: hislonging to believe her; his conviction he didn't deserve what she offered; his
pleasure at seeing her, hearing her, feding her. Hefdt her self-doubts and couldn't fathom why she
considered hersdlf undesirable. Her hair, so full and curly, gleamed gold, chestnut, red, yellow. Seeing her
lush body, he remembered their wedding night and his pul se quickened. Her face glowed with hedlth, her
cheeks pink asif she had been running.

He spokeinarasp. "'l cannot promise you alife of the laughter and love you deserve.”
Her voice softened. "I couldnabesr it if you left.”

It was too much. Even knowing he should push her away, he drew her forward, into hisarms, and laid
his cheek on the crown of her head. "Iris—"

"Isit truly so0 horrible, to be with the likes of me?"

"It isamiracle. But you destroy my defenses.”

Sherested her head againgt his shoulder. "It isagood thing, to hed."
"Itskillingme"

"Nay, Jarid. Living hurts, but that iSn degth.”

"l must never forget what | am.”

"You are Jarid Dawnfidd, King of Aronsdae."

"l amamondrosty.”

"Nay!" She drew back to look at him. "Y ou areamarvel.”

His handstightened on her back. "Muller isright. Heis more worthy to be king."
"Hedidnasay that."

"He doesn't want me to wear the crown.”

"Hewantsit evenlesshimsdf."

"He doesn't mean that."

"Hemeansit." She st her pdmsagaing his chest. "Muller isalso amage, but his spellsgo awry. You
fear you will kill because you have so much power within you. He fears he will kill because his spdlstwist
out of shape.”

Hedared & her. "Muller isa mage?'

"Aye. Hesays| may tell only you."

Jarid leaned hisforehead againgt hers. "He can learn to control his spells.”
"Hethinksnot."

"l cannot accept the crown.”

"You dready haveit."



"l will abdicate”

"Nay." Her melodious voice flowed over him. "What meaning would light have without darknessto define
it? Goodnessisn the absence of evil, it isour ability to rise above the shadows within. If you had no such

goodness, you would have never punished yourself al these years. That you have both light and shadows
donnamake you evil, it makes you human.”

"I must go." Hefeared to accept the hope she offered him. "Y ou must stay.”
Her voice caught. "'l would missyou forever if you left me.”

Jarid pulled her close so he wouldn't have to look into her face. He couldn't spesk his heart: | fear to
love you. It would hurt too much, for to love meant to risk the anguish of loss.

Tenderness cameinto her voice. "Weadl leave thislife someday. We cannalet that stop usfrom giving
our hearts. If we do, our lives have no meaning.”

Hetold himsdf that hisleaving would protect Iris, but when he tried to imagine alife without her, isolated
in hismountain refuge, it was unbearable. Greset ice floes were breaking within him, as his defenses
cracked and split.

"Let them crack,” Iris murmured.
Hisvoice broke. "I don't know how to love you."
She cupped his cheek with her hand. "L et uslearn together.”

It was along moment before he spoke. Then findly he said the words that both terrified and eated him.
"I will try." Hetook a deep breath. "1 will stay, my wife."

Epilogue

Like sunshine sparkling on water, Chime ran up the hill to Muller, her husband. Sitting farther up the
dope, Iriswatched them. Off to her right, on the edge of a bluff, Jarid stood aone, staring out at the vista
of green hills, meadows and woods. Although he wore rich garments now instead of rags, he still dressed
amply in dark trousers and awhite shirt. Iris had no ideawhat he was thinking now; even when she could
fed hismoods, she had trouble understanding them. But whatever thoughts occupied him today were
cam.

Over the past months, during the spring and summer, his tormented moods had eased. Although she
doubted he would ever let himsalf free of the guilt that haunted him, his days a Suncroft seemed to soften
the jagged edges of hisgrief. He had asked Stone to stay, providing him with farmland to the south of
CroftsVade.

Iriswas coming to know her husband. In many ways, he was still the boy who had lost his parents.
Although he learned at an incredible rate, he rarely spoke. His powers were unparalleled. Fourteen years



of honing them through meditation had turned him into a mage greater than any known in the recorded
history of Aronsdale. In the pagt, the queen had served as the mage for the realm and the king asits
sovereign. Irisand Jarid were reversing those roles. He had little desire to govern, but he could easily
spend dl day developing spells. Together, they could give Aronsda e the strength to stand against
Harsdown.

It wasn't an easy road, learning to govern, but to lriss surprise, it suited her. She was aso learning
sf-discipline. Incredibly, she had talentsto offer Aronsdale, and she had a place here at Suncroft. She
and Jarid spent most of their time learning their duties, with help from Muller and Chime, but today they
had borrowed afew moments just to enjoy the sunshine.

Asif he had heard her thoughts, Jarid turned to her, hisdark hair blowing in the wind, and beckoned,
inviting her over. Her mood warming, she roseto her feet and went to him, savoring the sight of thisman
who had come to mean so much to her. They sat together on the edge of the bluff, gazing at the
countryside. In adistant valey, Crofts Vae dumbered in the sunlight. Closer, but still far down the dope,
Muller and Chime gtrolled into view, holding hands.

Jarid spokein alow voice. "They are happy.”

"Aye." Iriswanted to ask, And you? But she held back. On the night he had agreed to stay at Suncroft,
she had sworn to hersalf she would never push him. In the months since, she had done her best to keep
the vow.

Jarid took her hand. "lris—"

"Aye?

He rubbed histhumb over her knuckles. "A lovely day."

"That itis" Shewondered at hismood; he so rarely engaged in casua conversation.

He spoke softly. "It will never come easy for me.”

"

"Spesking”

Sheflushed. "Can you tel my moodsthat easily?"

"Not s0 easy. But some." He touched her cheek. "My slences leave awoman londly, | think."

"Nay. Youfill my life" She had never felt lonely since he had come here. Vulnerable, yes, if you loved
someone, you risked hurting that much moreif you ever lost them. But it wasfar, far better than
londliness. The emptiness she had known dl her life wasfilling now.

"Silence donnamean absence," shesaid.
"Itishard for meto say what isingde.”

Iris curled her hand around his. "It isyou | want. Not words." She dmost added, Words can't love you,
but she held back. It was too much to ask him to return her love. They had wed as strangers. It was
enough that he seemed content with their union.

Jarid turned her pdm upward to the sky. He cupped his hand under hers, asif they were holding an
invigbleorb. "Look."



A sphere of light appeared in her hand, glowing violet. His mage color. Her pulse quickened. The power
of that smple orb could vanquish any magein theland.

"It's .beautiful," shewhispered. "Terrifying and beautiful
"Now yours."

"Mine?' No one knew yet her mage color.

Hisvoice rumbled. "Waich."

Theorb of light in her hand changed—into arainbow. Every color swirled within the enchanted sphere,
swirling in beauty.

Wonder spread through Iris at the exquisite Sght. But she said, "It cannot be. A mageisone color, not
al”

"You arelike none other. Y ou have part of dl of usinyou.” Helifted their handstogether, offering the
orb to the sun, sky and land. Itslight swirled and spun.

As she watched, marveling, the sphere rose from their hands, growing in size, tranducent in the streaming
sunlight. She could see the countryside through its glimmering surfaces. The orb bobbed on the gentle
breezeslike a giant bubble, risng higher, blown toward the village. It drifted across the land, pulling out
into an arc againg the sky. Farther and farther it floated, Sretching out. ..

Then it was done—and arainbow arched in the sky. It wasimpossiblein the clear, sunny westher,
without araindrop in sight. Y et there it was, brilliant and pure, agreat bow of color over the village of
CroftsVde.

"A gift to our people,” Jarid murmured. "Light and the healing that comes after astorm.”
Tearsgathered in Irisseyes. "It istruly lovey."

"It truly is" Hisvoice had an odd sound. "A sght that | love."

Iris turned—to find him looking &t her. Her breath caught. "That you love?"

"Aye." Hisvoice gentled, faling into the cadences of the Talwak Mountains. He curved his hand around
her cheek, his pam tingling with the power of the spherethey had held. "Y ou.”

For amoment her voice failed. When shefound it again, she said, "And | you, my love."

So they sat together in the sunlight, watching the enchanted view, each ahaven for the other, their hearts
reborn in the gentle radiance of their shared gifts.



