[In the prologue, Eryn sneaks into the Magelight Keep library, and steals a symbol from one of the books. A watcher catches her just as she has erased the evidence, and so she escapes, but not before dire threats of retribution from the watcher, etc.

It cuts to a boy called Brenn, who is hiding in the forest outside the castle. He is waiting for Eryn, worrying that he has put her in danger, and that they will both be caught. She appears, exhausted, and despite Brenn's concern for her health she transfers the stolen symbol to him. She reminds him that his 'warped magic' will kill him without it. Brenn accepts the symbol reluctantly, wishing he didn't have to hide his condition, and vows to repay Eryn for the years of help, someday.

One

‘Hurry miss,’ said Beady, tugging at the sleeves of Eryn’s dinner gown to straighten it. ‘You’ll be late, and heaven save me if your mother doesn’t send us both to the circle for it!’ Eryn breathed in sharply as Beady dragged a brush through her auburn hair. Those wrinkled hands were strong despite their age. ‘A lady has to look well in the company of nobles.’ Eryn was sure she didn’t mind what the nobles thought of her, but the argument was long spent, and an appearance at dinner was expected. Soon she’d have her mage status, and then her book and her staff would be the only things she need carry. She watched Beady’s face as the woman stepped back to appraise her work.

‘The cloth works well on you,’ Beady smiled.

‘It will do,’ said Eryn, ‘though I need something for my hair. Where is the jade clip?’

Beady gave her a disapproving look. ‘Don’t think I don’t know how you’ve bewitched it,’ she said. ‘There’s to be no magic at the dinner table. You may be a lady, but you’re not a woman yet, miss. Your mother would screech the flesh from my bones if I gave you that trinket.’

‘She knows about it?’ whispered Eryn, incredulous.

‘Course she does! Don’t think she didn’t notice that trick you pulled with the Duke’s cape last week, and be glad I found her before she got to you.’

‘But that man is insufferable! He-’

‘None of that, miss, I’ll not hear of it. You mustn’t speak so, it’s unbecoming! Take the blue clip, the one with the sapphires. It will go nicely with your dress.’ Eryn sighed, and held out her hand. Beady nodded as she placed the item in her palm. ‘Good. Quick now miss, it’s nearly started. You look lovely.’

‘Thank you Beady,’ said Eryn, pinning up her hair. ‘Take the evening for yourself – I intend to go to bed after this is over.’

Beady smiled sympathetically. ‘It exhausts the soul, keeping high company and high conversation so deep into the night. Go on with you, before they shut the doors.’

Eryn squared her shoulders, and strode out of her dressing room into the corridor. The gown was the opposite of her initiate’s robe, restricting her everywhere she was used to having free movement, but Eryn knew it suited her figure. She just hoped the dinner guests would be less oppressive than the dress as she made her way to the main hall.

*

‘Lady Eryn Shale,’ called the announcer, as the procession of guests shuffled through two huge oak doors and Eryn came to the front. She stood for a moment, allowing the brightly-coloured nobles to survey her, then made her way gracefully to the head table. She sat down beside her mother.

‘Couldn’t you have put on a little more jewellery, Eryn?’ said the woman under her breath, barely tilting her head so as not to attract attention. ‘That dress is so plain. You look like a commoner.’

‘It was a gift from the Duke,’ whispered Eryn with some annoyance. Nothing ever pleased her mother. ‘It would offend him to distract from the gown with sparkly trinkets.’

‘Nonsense Eryn. Here, take this,’ said her mother, covertly sliding a diamond ring off of one of her delicate fingers.

‘Mother!’

‘Put it on, quickly, while they are still introducing the guests.’

Eryn stifled a sigh, and put it on under the table. It felt heavy and conspicuous on her finger. ‘You would have me paraded as a jeweller’s manikin if you could.’

‘Correct. Now be quiet. Your father is about to make an address.’

Eryn looked out across the hall, inspecting the gathering for a distraction – she was annoyed and uncomfortable, and the symbols in her mind were getting agitated. She needed to relax, or they would start to test her control.

