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      Mistress Emille gave Maleen a wry smile. “I saw that, Your Highness. Your uncle will go into convulsions if he sees you wearing those shoes in public.” She bent and studied Maleen’s feet. “Where did you even get such shoes?”

      Maleen shifted and looked down at her newly acquired boots. “Um, I borrowed them.” 

      “From whom?” 

      “Brandon Tate.”

      Maleen’s governess blinked at her. “You got them from the pig farmer’s son?”

      Maleen nodded. “Don’t worry, though! I’m going to give them back! And I gave him something as payment for his troubles.”

      Mistress Emille rubbed her eyes. It was strange. Her brown hair had seemed perfectly in place when she’d come to Maleen’s room just a few minutes before. And now it was already looking a bit “piqued,” as the servants would say.

      Mistress Emille sighed. “Do I want to know what the payment was?”

      “Four loaves of bread.” 

      Maleen’s governess took a long, deep breath through her nose and held it in for a long time before letting it back out.

      Maleen sighed, too. Maybe this idea hadn’t been her finest after all. It had seemed so simple, though. For the first time in her life, her uncle was letting her play outside with the other royal children. Boots had seemed more practical than her pretty white leather boots.

      At the time, at least.

      Her discussion with her uncle the week before had not been encouraging.

      “I’m still not entirely sure this is a good idea,” Uncle Perseus had said with a frown. “But the other royals are beginning to gossip about it, so I might as well let you out with the other little hooligans for a few hours.” 

      Maleen had nearly fallen over in surprise. “I’ll listen and be obedient, Uncle! I promise! I won’t get into mud, and I’ll make sure to stay tidy, and–”

      “Just stay near your guards,” he’d growled, “and try not to catch cold. If you’re ever going to grow up and rule, it would be best for you not to die before you’re of age.”

      Maleen had known better than to point out that it was summer, and she was hardly likely to die of catching cold while chasing the other children on the gently sloping green hills that backed the palace. So she’d merely thanked him and darted out of the room before he could remember any other stipulations to place on her playtime.

      “I did it for Uncle,” Maleen explained now as her governess helped her out of the shoes.

      Mistress Emille let out a laugh. “For your uncle?” 

      But Maleen felt on the verge of tears. “He’s always so worried about me. I figured these boots are sturdier than my white shoes. If I wore them, I’d be less likely to fall and hurt myself. Then he won’t forbid me from playing with the others again.” 

      Mistress Emille’s smile faded as she knelt in front of Maleen. Maleen wiped her face with the back of her hand, suddenly angry at the tears that were falling uninvited. Princesses of eight years didn’t cry about shoes. But Mistress Emille only smiled softly as she pulled a handkerchief from her reticule.

      “Your uncle doesn’t mean to be cruel,” she said softly as she wiped Maleen’s face. “Losing his brother…your father was very difficult for him. Losing your mother at the same time meant he not only had to mourn his lost brother, but he was now responsible for the kingdom and for you as well.” She sighed. “He’s doing the best he knows how. And he’s terrified of losing you, too.” 

      Maleen frowned. “I never thought of it that way.” 

      Mistress Emille lifted Maleen’s chin gently. “No more tears, love. This is a day for fun.” She held up Maleen’s white leather boots. “In your own shoes.”

      An hour later, Maleen found herself dressed, primped, and shining as if the servants had scrubbed every bit of color out of her skin. This is the day! she thought as she followed Mistress Emille down the stairs to the palace’s entrance hall. Today she would do as she’d so longed to for as long as she could remember. She would play on the lawn with the other royal children instead of watching the merriment through a window. 

      For some reason, though, her feet moved slower and slower as they neared the bottom of the stairs. And by the time Mistress Emille had reached the ground, Maleen’s feet had stopped completely. Mistress Emille looked back and saw Maleen still standing four steps up. 

      “Your Highness, what’s the matter?”

      “I’m scared,” Maleen whispered, holding tightly to the banister. 

      Mistress Emille blinked at her. “Of what? I thought you wanted–”

      “I do.” Maleen nodded rapidly. “I only…” She swallowed. “I’ve never been allowed to play with them. What if I don’t know what to do?” 

      Mistress Emille climbed back up to where Maleen was still clinging to the banister and gently took her hands. “You’ll be just fine. Watch the other children and learn from them. Be kind. And who knows?” She tilted her head, her brown eyes thoughtful. “Perhaps you’ll find someone special.”

      Maleen wasn’t convinced. All her life she’d dreamed of being allowed to mix and play with the other royal children at the gatherings her uncle was always dragging her to. But as she watched them now, already paired off or divided into their own little groups, she wasn’t sure she even remembered how to say hello. Her mouth went dry, and her throat seemed so swollen she couldn’t have talked if she’d wanted to. But Mistress Emille didn’t stop until Maleen was standing in a large group of children. 

      Sure enough, as soon as Mistress Emille had left her side to go stand with the other nannies and governesses, all eyes were on her. Little girls her age, older girls, little boys, and even big boys were peering at her. 

      Was it possible to forget how to breathe?

      “You’re new here, aren’t you?” one of the older girls asked. She looked to be at least four years older than Maleen, but her smile was kind. Maleen managed to nod.

      “Well, I’m Elizabeth, and I’m from Staroz.” She pointed to the other side of the room where the adult guests were taking refreshments. “That’s my mother, Lady Janulis. And that,” she pointed at one of the younger girls, who looked to be around Maleen’s age, “is my sister, Margaret.”

      “Hello,” Maleen whispered.

      “And this,” Elizabeth continued, “is Princess Monique from Ombrin.”

      Princess Monique sniffed and studied her nails.

      “There’s Lady Priscilla from Vaksam.”

      A girl with strawberry blond curls gave Maleen a measured smile and polite nod.

      “And that’s Prince Henri from Destin.” Elizabeth pointed to one of the older boys. He was one of the biggest boys Maleen had ever seen. Not fat. Not fat at all. Just…big. And strong. 

      “This is Prince Nicholas from Ashland.” She gestured to the boy next to Prince Henri. Prince Nicholas wasn’t nearly as muscular as Prince Henri was, but he was a whole head taller. He had friendly blue eyes and gave Maleen a kind smile. Then Elizabeth continued down the line.

      The names began to run together in Maleen’s head. How in the world would she remember all these people? Why had her uncle made her wait so long to meet them all? She began to panic silently as Elizabeth reached the final edge of the circle. “And this is Prince Roburts from Metakinos.”

      At the mention of her uncle’s least favorite kingdom, Maleen stiffened. She’d never met its prince, as her uncle certainly wasn’t about to break his strict rules for the son of his hated neighbor. But she knew the name. The boy was tall and thin with dark hair and an unusual shade of green eyes. She knew from her uncle’s tirades that he was two years older than her, but aside from that, she knew nothing.

      Except, of course, that his father wanted nothing more than the downfall of her kingdom, something Uncle Perseus was desperate to prevent.

      Prince Roburts gave her a nod, but his smile wasn’t as open as Prince Henri or Prince Nicholas’s had been. He, too, seemed aware of the divide that already stood between them. Maleen turned to the other children, hoping they started the games soon.

      “Where are you from?” Prince Nicholas asked politely.

      She turned and blinked at him. “I’m from here.”

      “Here?” one of the other girls asked with a frown.

      Maleen nodded. “This is my home.”

      After another very long second, Prince Nicholas gasped with what looked like understanding and seemed like he was on the verge of saying something, but Prince Henri elbowed him in the side.

      Why hadn’t they started the games yet?

      She didn’t have to wait long, though. Just two minutes later, the children were herded outside into the late spring sun. There were refreshments for anyone who wanted them, and as Maleen had been told to expect, the older girls wandered over to sit on the chairs that had been placed in the shade of the large oak trees. The older boys and the younger children were left standing on the green. The palace steward divided them into teams, separating Prince Henri and Prince Nicholas, despite their protests, and told them that each team had a colored flag hidden somewhere on the green. The first team to find their opponents’ flag and bring it back without having their own stolen would win.

      Maleen was on Prince Henri’s team, and Prince Roburts was on Prince Nicholas’s team. This relieved Maleen, as she wasn’t sure what she would do if she were forced to talk to Prince Roburts for the game. For good measure, though, she made sure he was on the opposite side of the green.

      The horn sounded for the game to begin, and everyone darted off into the trees. Maleen fell quickly behind. She wasn’t used to such exercise. Her uncle had strict rules about what outdoor activities were safe and proper, and running in a dress wasn’t one of them. Though, Maleen found as she ran that she didn’t really care. She was tired soon, but the sun was on her face, and she was going faster than she could remember ever running in her life. Speeding down and up the hills through the interspersed trees was thrilling, and the sensation of the wind against her face made her laugh. 

      Soon, they were so spread out that Maleen couldn’t see her teammates any longer. Not that it bothered her. She was simply overjoyed to be outside without her governess or bodyguards shadowing her every step. Soon, she forgot to look for the flag and simply began to wander.

      After several more minutes, though, she began to feel thirsty. Too thirsty to run all the way back to the refreshment tables. Besides, her uncle might glance out the window and see that her hat had fallen off her head and was hanging by its ribbons from her neck. Then he would call her in for sure.

      So that left the stream. It wasn’t a deep stream. At least, it didn’t look deep. And there were plenty of rocks on the edge that she could sit on. 

      Carefully, Maleen edged her way onto one of the larger rocks. She sat on it, careful to keep her pale pink dress off the mossy parts. Briefly, she mourned the loss of Brandon Tate’s sturdy boots. But there was naught to be done about it, so with a slight groan, she placed her white boots at the edge of the water and leaned forward to drink. 

      Then she was falling.
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        * * *

      

      Cold water rushed over her head. In her nose. In her ears. She tried to scream, but water choked her and pushed her down. Not only down, but it shoved her forward, hurling her downstream, allowing her to come up for breath only to pull her back down. The stream that had looked calm and tranquil from the bank was a thousand times stronger than Maleen had imagined. 

      The water roared in her ears, dulling the outside sounds to a gurgle until they popped before she went under again. 

      As the water continued to bully her downstream, carrying her past stones and boulders, she eventually became aware of another figure to her left. Somehow, she managed to look over to see a boy running alongside her. He was shouting something, but she couldn’t make it out. 

      “Help!” she shrieked.

      He cupped his hands over his mouth. “Put your feet first!” 

      “What?”

      “Feet first!” he screamed back.

      Maleen tried to put her feet first, though she didn’t know why she should. But it was hard as the water continued to roll her like a pebble.

      The boy put his head down and sprinted, this time faster than the current. At first, she felt utterly betrayed as she watched her only help speed away. Rather than leaving her, though, he veered right, and she looked up just in time to see a bridge coming fast. 

      He threw his body down on the bridge and lay on his belly, his arms outstretched toward her.

      Maleen reached her arms up as well. He tried to grab her leg, which floated beneath the bridge first, but the material of her soaked stockings slipped out of his grasp. She shrieked. If he wasn’t able to catch her, she doubted he’d be able to catch up again. 

      How far would the water take her? 

      But just as her stomach began to go under the bridge, he snatched her left hand. Their wet fingers immediately began to slip, but he used his other hand to grab her wrist as well. Slowly, and with much pain to Maleen’s arm, he pulled her up until she could place her elbows on the bridge. 

      The wood was rough beneath her wet, slippery fingers, but he stuck his arms on top of hers and leaned his weight against them. Only when their faces were inches away from one another did Maleen comprehend who her savior was. 

      His hair was lighter than she’d first thought. The roots were dark, but they were covered by a thin layer of blond on top. And his eyes were a more brilliant green in the sunlight.

      “P-p-p-prince Rob-rob-roburts!” she exclaimed through chattering teeth, though she couldn’t tell if the shivering was more from the cold or her shock at her new situation. The son of her uncle’s sworn enemy was the only person standing…or laying, rather, between her and getting washed away down the stream. 

      “I can’t pull you up!” he shouted over the sound of the water. “You’re too wet!”

      She looked around as much as she dared turn her head. There was no one in sight. Her legs floated beneath the bridge as he continued to hold onto her arms. Her neck was already beginning to ache. “What do we do?” she cried.

      “We wait. Someone will come.” 

      She nodded, and her shivering grew more violent, her chin nearly knocking on the bridge as she did. 

      He scooted even closer, his hands reaching nearly up to her shoulders as he put more of his weight on her arms. “Tell me something!” he called.

      “Tell you what?” She couldn’t remember the last time her arms had hurt so much. They were cold and tired, and he was leaning on them as well.

      “Anything. Try to think of something else.”

      She tried to blink droplets of water from her eyes. “Um, my uncle is never going to let me outside again?” 

      He gave her a look like she was crazy. “Why?”

      “He’s always afraid I’ll get hurt.” She squeezed her eyes shut then opened them again. “I think he might have been right.”

      He shook his head, a lock of wet hair falling over his face. “Think about something else.”

      “I can’t,” she said breathlessly. “I’m too tired.” As if agreeing, her body gave a shiver so hard that Prince Roburts nearly lost his hold. 

      “Don’t give up!” He squeezed his fingers into her arms so hard it shot sharp pains up to her shoulders. “Don’t you let go!”

      Maleen shook her head, her body sagging in defeat. Her dress trailed deeper into the water once more. “I can’t,” she said through tears.

      “Hold fast!” he shouted. “Someone will find us soon! They will!” 

      She gave him the best pout she could manage. “I don’t even know what that means!” 

      “My father’s commander always says it. It means you don’t let go! You don’t let the water win!” He glared, leaning his face toward hers until they were almost touching. “Hold. Fast.”

      Maleen couldn’t say for sure how long they stayed that way, him leaning on her arms as her body dangled off the bridge. He said a lot, most of which she couldn’t remember. Something about silk and dye and the festival and a duchess’s wig falling off. 

      But eventually, just as shivering and exhaustion were about to overcome her, she heard another sound. It was a shout. Then two more. She couldn’t make out what they were saying, but she didn’t care. Moments later, she had been swept up into someone’s strong, warm arms, and they held her close.

      “Henri!” 

      “Yes, Uncle Launce?” 

      “Go get your mother! We’ll meet you on the way.”

      Maleen somehow managed to open her eyes just enough to see a large man wrapping Prince Roburts in a cloak just as the man who held her was wrapping her up in his. She shivered, and when she looked at her fingers, they were a strange shade of blue.

      “How is she, Launce?” the other man asked.

      “Too cold.” The young man who held her was thin and tall. There was a grim set to his mouth as he wrapped the cloak even more tightly around her. “But that’s the best I can do here. We need Isa.”

      “Launce!” a woman called, her voice growing closer as she did. “Henri says you found her!” 

      Maleen was on the verge of unconsciousness, but she saw a flash of copper hair as the thin man handed her to the woman. She heard little after that, though, because the woman wrapped her arms around Maleen and held her close, and for one brief moment, just as she fell asleep, Maleen dreamed she was in her mother’s arms.
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        * * *

      

      Maleen didn’t remember being carried back to the palace or being placed in her bed. She did briefly, afterward, recall more glimpses of the woman with copper hair and kind, midnight blue eyes. The woman was always there when she awakened. Sometimes, she fed Maleen. Other times, she sang to her or rocked her close as if Maleen were a small child. But Maleen didn’t mind. The woman’s embrace was warm, and for the first time in a very long time, Maleen felt completely safe. Not even her uncle’s worries could reach her when this woman held her close.

      Eventually, though, Maleen no longer had to sleep all the time. She stopped shivering, and her fingers returned to their usual color. 

      Then one morning, she awoke to the brilliant morning sunshine streaming through her window. Sitting up, she looked around her room. The rocking chair beside her bed was empty.

      “Where did she go?” she asked as Mistress Emille walked in. The sight of the food on the tray she carried made Maleen’s stomach groan.

      “Who?” Mistress Emille set the tray on Maleen’s lap.

      “The woman with copper hair.”

      Maleen’s governess laughed. “You mean Queen Isabelle of Destin?” 

      “That’s who that was?” Maleen had heard the name before, but she would never have expected such a soft, motherly creature to be the most powerful queen in the western realm.

      “She saved your life, you know.” Mistress Emille knelt by Maleen’s bedside. “She’s been watching you for the last six days. Only this morning did she think you out of danger enough to go back down to the gala.”

      “Six days…” Maleen added in her head, then she gasped. “The gala ends today!”

      “It does.” She tucked in Maleen’s bedsheets. “But you’re staying right here.”

      “I feel fine.”

      “And I’m the queen of Ashland. No, you’re going to lay here and eat and sleep some more. If you do that well, your uncle might let you out of your room in ten or so years.” She gave Maleen a look. “And I’m only half-joking at that.”

      “But I have to say goodbye to Prince Roburts! I need to thank him!” 

      Mistress Emille raised her blond eyebrows. “Your uncle–”

      “He saved my life!” Maleen glared at her governess. She loved Mistress Emille dearly, almost like a mother. But the way everyone in the palace, including Mistress Emille, tiptoed around her uncle was sometimes downright odd.

      Mistress Emille sighed as she folded a towel that had been laid on Maleen’s bedside table. “I’m aware of that. But with your uncle…it’s complicated.”

      Maleen was about to argue that her uncle was nonsensical. But that would get her nowhere. Then she had another thought. She would do something she’d never considered before, and it filled her with guilt just thinking about it.

      She was going to lie.

      “I’m getting tired,” she said, rolling over on her side. “I think I shall go back to sleep.” 

      “That’s what I want to hear.” Mistress Emille came over and kissed her on the head. “Sleep and heal. You’ll be well in no time.”

      But Maleen didn’t need to heal up. She’d been healed by the queen of Destin, for goodness sakes. So she waited until she was alone. Then she climbed out of her bed, put her shoes on, slipped into the only dress she could put on without help, and darted out the door.

      As she made her way toward where she knew the children would be, she thought of all the ways that she might thank a prince for saving her life. She didn’t know how Prince Roburts would like to be thanked. Would he just want the words? Or perhaps a hug? Or what about gross things? Boys liked those.

      In the end, she settled for making a quick stop at the stables to visit Brandon Tate. After hesitantly accepting Brandon’s suggestion of an appropriate thank you present, she made her way to the dining hall through the servants’ shortcuts that ran throughout the palace. When she first arrived, her heart fell. She couldn’t find him. The festival was ending that day, and many of the guests had already gone home.

      But just as she was about to give up hope and go back to her room, she spotted him sitting beside the fire. Taking a deep breath, she left the doorway and sat beside him.

      He gave a start when he turned and noticed her there.

      “Princess! Aren’t you supposed to be healing?” 

      “I had a powerful queen heal me.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m healed enough as it is.”

      He blinked at her. “Um, very well. How can I help you?”

      Butterflies flitted around her stomach, and she nearly got up and marched back out. 

      Hold fast.

      The words came back to her, floating in on the collection of vague memories she had of the near drowning experience. The water didn’t beat her. Her fear wouldn’t either. She’d come downstairs six days ago to make friends in the first place, and that’s what she was going to do.

      “I, um… Do you like snakes?” 

      He stared at her again, then started to laugh. “Not necessarily, no.” Then he cocked his head. “Why?” 

      “Uh, no reason.”

      He glanced at her reticule, which was hanging dangling from her wrist. “Then why is that moving?”

      Maleen froze and then looked down at the little bag. Sure enough, it was writhing and wriggling against her leg. She let out a stifled shriek and let it fall to the floor. When it hit the ground, the drawstring loosened, and a little green snake wiggled its way out and slipped beneath one of the cloth-covered tables. Maleen stared at it, her mouth hanging open. “Brandon…Brandon didn’t tell me it would do that!”

      Then she heard laughing. Turning back to Prince Roburts, she saw that he was laughing so hard he was rocking back and forth in his seat as tears ran down his face. Tears sprang to her own eyes as she realized how incredibly silly she must look.ortification making her face and shoulders tingle, she had taken two steps toward the door when she felt a hand slip into hers and pull her back.

      “I’m not laughing at you,” Prince Roburts said, wiping his face with a handkerchief, his skin still flushed from the laughter. “I’m laughing because I like you.” 

      She frowned. “That doesn’t seem like a reason to laugh.”

      “You’re not like most girls.” His eyes gleamed. “You’re far more interesting.”

      Maleen wasn’t sure if she considered this a compliment or not. “I just wanted to thank you for saving me,” she mumbled, looking at the ground.

      “I’m glad I did.” He bent and retrieved her reticule before handing it back to her. “I think we’ll have great fun in the future.”

      In the future?

      “So…does this mean we can be friends?” Maleen asked softly, daring to peek up at him.

      He grinned. “Friends.”

      “Your Highness.”

      They turned to see a servant addressing the prince.

      “Your father wishes for you to join him. You’ll be returning home soon.”

      “Thank you, Gregory,” Prince Roburts said. Then he looked back at Maleen. “I’ll see you at the Tennison Estate Ball next month?” 

      Maleen nodded shyly. “Most likely.”

      “Until next time, then.” He bowed and grinned once more. “Friend.”
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        To the Princess Maleen of Ertrique,

        

        I hope this letter finds you in better health than when we said goodbye. I’m not used to writing many letters, so I hope you don’t mind this one if it seems incredibly silly. You’re probably wondering why I’m writing you a letter at all since we just met.

        To be frank, my mother recently discovered a letter I’d written to a friend, and she was so scandalized by what she called its “appalling brevity” that she has assigned me the task of writing more letters in order to hone my skills. They have to be at least two pages long. And as most of my friends are males and dislike long, varied prose, I thought perhaps you wouldn’t mind trading letters with me. You seem as though you know how to have more fun than most of the girls I know, so I’m guessing you’ll have enough to write about to make the letters enjoyable. 

        I don’t mean to be rude about girls, of course. But I just don’t know what to do with them. I once got a letter from Lady Priscilla. She mostly stayed with the older girls, so you might not remember her. Be glad you don’t.

        She’s about my age, and once, she invited me to her birthday ball. I was out with my father, thankfully, and couldn’t go. Then she wrote me three pages of very small print about the party and all I’d missed when I was gone. And while I’m glad she enjoyed the party, I didn’t really want to know the color of every guest’s dress in attendance. 

        In other words, I really don’t want to trade letters about party gowns. If you let me write you letters so my mother will leave me alone, I’ll make sure to stand next to you the entire gala the next time we meet. Just please don’t make me trade letters with someone like Lady Priscilla. Please.

        (There. I made this one last at least one and a half pages by using my biggest loops. Hopefully, that will satisfy Mother.)

        Gratefully yours, 

        Prince Roburts of Metakinos
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        * * *

      

      
        
        To Prince Roburts of Metakinos

        

        To answer your question, I am much better, thank you. Unfortunately, my uncle is very displeased with me. He says only silly, senseless girls fall into streams and half-drown. Because of the accident, he says I may not play with the other children at the Tennison Estate Ball next month. I can, however, eat at the refreshment table, which means I have a chance of at least seeing some of the others if they choose to eat there, too. I’m hoping someone will be hungry.

        And I would be delighted to trade letters. I’ve never had a friend before. At least, not one my uncle would approve of. Brandon Tate, a local pig farmer’s son, often works at the stables here. And there’s Chelsea, the seamstress’s daughter. But my uncle won’t let me play with them either. At least, not where he can see. He says they’re beneath me, which is strange because they’re actually both taller than I am. When I pointed this out, however, he said that’s not what he means.

        I must ask, though. Do you really not mind that I’m from Ertrique? My uncle doesn’t like your kingdom, and he tells me your father doesn’t like mine. I don’t see what all the fuss is about. Not that Uncle Perseus tells me anything. Not really. He says one day I’ll inherit all my parents’ duties. But right now, he says, I need to stay alive and learn to be a lady. I just hope you don’t dislike it when I tell you of goings-on in our kingdom. 

        I also hope you don’t dislike reading my letters. I’ve practiced writing letters, of course. Mistress Emille says I’m rather skilled at it, actually, for my age. But I’ve never practiced writing letters to a boy. Always to a queen or another princess or a lady. Imaginary ones, of course. It would be unlikely that Uncle would let me write letters without his permission. 

        Which brings me to another confession. If you could please address your letters to a man named James Wickson, it would be of great help in keeping this a secret. I’m probably not supposed to be writing letters at all, and especially not to you. It must seem like I disobey my uncle a lot. I really don’t try to, but I’m afraid I’ll go mad if I must stay here, cooped up without any friends for years to come. And galas, balls, and parties are interesting enough, but they only come every so often. Especially if Uncle never lets me play with the other children again. James Wickson is our steward. If you direct your letters to him, he’ll give them to my governess, who will give them to me. In return, when I sent one to you, look for letters from the same James Wickson. That way, if my uncle asks, no one will be able to say there are any letters addressed to me.

        I’m afraid you’ll think me a rather talented sneak after this. And you’ll probably be annoyed at my letters’ length, too. Just another girl who talks too much. I promise to try to have more interesting things to say after this one. I must confess that sometimes, if I get too bored, I liven things up around the palace. Perhaps by the time your next letter comes, I shall have thought of some new way to do this. I’ve been wondering what would happen if I put one of my uncle’s robes on one of the horses. 

        Thank you again for writing. I know I write an excessive amount for someone who is only eight years, but when you’re not allowed to do anything, you must find ways to occupy the time. 

        Always yours,

        Princess Maleen of Ertrique
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      Do we have to serve pickled oysters?” Maleen wrinkled her nose at the parchment Gretta had handed her. The kitchen staff bustled around them as Maleen continued to read the week’s meal choices.

      Rather than being offended by Maleen’s rudeness as she should have been, the palace cook just grinned. “You’ll thank me after this is all done and King Quinton of Ombrin sings your praises because you served his favorite dish.” 

      “Oh, I trust you completely.” Maleen made another face at the meal list and handed it back. “But you’re a better person than I am for putting up with the smell long enough to cook that.”

      “Your uncle probably didn’t tell you this,” Emille smiled, “but Gretta cooked for King Quinton’s nephew for a brief period of time.”

      Maleen laughed. “As I said, I trust you completely. I’m not even sure why you bother to share the details with me at this point. You’ve been doing this longer than I’ve been alive.”

      Gretta studied the paper, her smile fading slightly. “Whether or not I need this, Princess, you do.”

      “Everyone needs this.” Mistress Emille glanced around at the kitchen servants. “They need to see that the throne is yours in every way.” 

      Fear flitted through Maleen’s stomach, but she shooed it away as she forced a smile. Now was not the time for such fear. Even if the entire staff seemed to be dripping with it. “Well, you have me convinced. Pickled oysters it is.” She shook her head slightly and turned to Emille. “Where next? Do I have bedsheets made of butterfly wings to confirm for some anointed guest in another part of the palace?” 

      A young serving girl who was chopping potatoes nearby snorted but sobered quickly when Gretta gave the young girl a glare. At least she thought Maleen was funny. Maleen shot the girl a wink.

      Emille just rolled her eyes. “Every time I think I’m about finished with you–”

      “I tease, I tease.” Maleen laughed and turned to go up the stairs. “To the dining hall we go.”

      The entire palace bustled with life as servants ran to and fro, preparing for the kingdom’s greatest gala of the year. Tapestries depicting the beauties of everyday life hung from the walls, so many that the walls themselves could barely be seen. Color flooded the floor, the walls, and even the ceiling as Ertrique prepared for its grand Dye Festival—a week of Ertrique’s merchants all descending upon its capital city to sell the hand-crafted dyes they’d worked hard to prepare all year. Other merchants from nearby cities would join them as well.

      This event brought thousands of travelers through the city gates to purchase the renowned Ertrique colors every year. There were songs, performances, food, and even dances in the square. And to crown it all was the great gathering of the realm leaders for their own celebration of Ertrique’s good fortune at the palace gala, where they tasted of the little kingdom’s food, experienced its hospitality, and were graced with gifts of goodwill and, hopefully, newly struck up business deals that would benefit everyone who came to attend.

      And now that Maleen was seventeen, she was responsible for it all.

      “You’re sure this isn’t too much?” Emille murmured as they climbed the steps. She frowned slightly as they rounded the corner. “I’m not sure it was fair of your uncle–”

      “I’m going to prove to my uncle that he can trust me with this and more,” Maleen interrupted. Then she gave Emille a saucy grin. “Besides, you were my governess. If this all falls apart, I can just tell him it’s your fault.”

      “You’re unusually cheeky today, even for you.” 

      Maleen beamed. “Why thank you.”

      Emille glanced around and pulled Maleen into an empty hallway. “I’m serious, Your Highness. Hosting the gala is no small feat. And your uncle hardly gave you time to prepare.”

      Maleen took her old governess’s hands. They were strong and familiar. “Thank you, Emille. Truly.” She looked out at the busyness in the main dining hall as servants rushed to fold and place napkins and the chamberlain squabbled with James Wickson about seating arrangements. It was honestly quite close to chaos, but then again, this was exactly what Maleen had been looking forward to for years. How did she explain this?

      “I’ve been trying to convince my uncle–”

      “That you’re old enough to take on some responsibility.” Emille gently touched Maleen’s cheek. “I know. But I also know that…” She glanced furtively around and leaned forward to whisper. “I have little doubt that he wishes for you to fail.”

      “Of course he does.” Maleen played with the tassel of her reticule. “Or perhaps, to be fair, he expects it. Which will make it all the more impactful when I prove him wrong.”

      Emille studied her a moment before chuckling softly and shaking her head. “You are your mother’s daughter.” She looked back out at the dining hall and took a deep breath. “Just remember. You have the support of your people. If you need us, please don’t hesitate to call just to prove a point. You’re not alone, and you won’t be when you ascend to the throne.”

      Maleen was about to answer when Willard the chamberlain popped his round head around the corner. “There you are, Your Highness!” he cried. “We have a problem. Prince Karim of Hedjet is assigned to sit beside Princess Monique of Ombrin.”

      “Is that a problem?” Maleen blinked back at the man.

      “It is, Your Highness.” He adjusted his spectacles. “They hate each other.” 

      “I’m afraid,” said a tall, uniformed man as he joined them, “that we have an even bigger problem.” His brown eyes locked onto Maleen’s. “It involves the border.”

      “Oh!” Willard, the chamberlain, stepped back. “That is certainly important indeed.” He gave Maleen a weak smile. “Do not fret about this, Princess. We’ll handle it somehow.”

      “Of course, Willard. I leave it in your capable hands.” She turned to the tall man. “Where to, Captain Dominic?” This was obviously not a discussion for the servants’ ears.

      “This way, if you please.” He turned and made his way to one of the side entrances.

      Maleen’s confidence in her planning went up in smoke as she followed the captain out to the soldiers’ quarters. If there was one swift way to lose her uncle’s confidence, it was with the soldiers.

      “I’m not sure,” Captain Dominic said softly, “if you’re aware that this year’s gala was nearly canceled.”

      Maleen faltered slightly then had to hurry to keep up with his long strides. “Nearly canceled. But why?”

      The captain’s jaw tightened. “Your uncle,” he continued in an even lower voice, “has somehow become convinced that Metakinos is determined to attack us in the very near future.”

      “Does he have anything to support such a claim?”

      Captain Dominic nodded at a small stable and indicated for Maleen to enter first. When she did, he pulled the stable door shut behind them. There were several grooms tending to the horses, but Maleen quickly realized that they were all some of the palace’s oldest and most trusted workers. Clearly, the captain did not wish for their words to reach certain ears.

      Instead of remaining where they were, however, he led her to one of the empty stalls. The old stablehand went to the back of the stable and grabbed a saddle hook on the wall. To Maleen’s amazement, the whole back of the stall swung open to reveal an empty room beyond. The wall was a door.

      She knew better, however, than to make a scene about it. Following the captain’s lead, she walked inside, and when they were through, the door shut noiselessly behind them.

      There were several lit candles inside. Barrels just the right height for seating had been set up around the room, which was about the size of Maleen’s very large bed.

      The captain faced her, his expression grim. “I apologize for the secrecy, Your Highness, but your uncle has ears everywhere. And what we’re about to discuss could get us both put to death for treason.”

      Maleen nearly protested that the princess couldn’t be put to death for such a thing. But the look on Captain Dominic’s face kept her mouth shut.

      “Prince Roburts,” he said, “was spotted on a military exercise near the southern border several weeks ago.”

      “Yes, I know.” Maleen nodded. “He and his father run the same exercise every year. He’s told me this himself.” 

      “Generally, yes. But this year, the prince himself led his men closer to the border than they have before. We were assured officially that there was no crossing.”

      Maleen sighed. “But Uncle doesn’t believe them.”

      The captain’s mouth tightened.

      Maleen took in a deep slow breath, pulling in the smell of manure and hay. It helped ground her as she ran a hand nervously down the front of her dress. “Then I suppose the remaining question is whether you believe them.” She met his brown eyes. “I trust your judgment on this.” She frowned. “My uncle once did as well.” 

      “I think,” Captain Dominic said in a surprisingly gentle voice, “the question is whether or not you trust the Metakinos prince.”

      Panic flitted around Maleen’s stomach, and she had to work hard not to let the surprise show on her face. Before she could answer, however, the creak of a door sounded, and she looked up to see another door opening from the wall opposite the one she and the captain had entered through. Only this time, Emille and James Wickson, the steward, came through.

      “And where does that tunnel come from?” Maleen asked, leaning over to see a poorly lit stone-lined tunnel on the other side of the door.

      “The kitchens,” said Emille, dusting herself off. “Where are Alistaire and Tobias?”

      “Coming,” said Captain Dominic. “I advised them to come separately.”

      Sure enough, a scratching sounded from the door James had just shut. Alistaire, the palace physician, came through. Ten seconds later, Tobias, the palace priest, entered through the stable door as Maleen and the captain had.

      Alistaire was a tall, broad shouldered man, a heavy contrast to Tobias, a
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