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Chapter One
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Kitrin sat cross-legged in the family parlor, her embroidery in her lap, her needle rising and falling, piercing the cloth, coming back up until the thread pulled tight, lowering again, over and over. The pattern Momma had marked out in chalk before their sewing session twined across the linen in arching branches and vines. Kitrin ignored this completely, instead imagining her needle was a sword, she was using to slay the monster of sewing hour forever. She cautiously raised her eyes from her work. Beyond her mother’s lace capped head, a window let in beckoning sunlight. She could see the wind dancing through the branches of the apple orchard, rich with green leaves and soon to ripen fruit. 

“Attend to your sewing, Kitty, dear.” Momma didn’t even bother to look up, her admonition thoroughly habit. 

Kitrin sighed and stabbed at the cloth again. “After lessons, can I go outside? I’ll stay in the yard. I promise.” 

Momma arched a perfect dark eyebrow. She had the pristine pale complexion of a noble lady, offsetting her carefully braided dark hair and cold blue eyes. Kitrin’s hair, in comparison, was an average brown, and already escaping the careful plaiting her mother had put her through that morning. 

“It’s too hot,” Momma said simply, as if this ended all discussion. 

Kitrin grimaced. Of course it was hot a week before midsummer. That was sort of the point. She opened her mouth to complain. 

“You’ll ruin your complexion,” Momma interrupted. 

Kitrin rolled her eyes. It wasn’t as if she had a pale complexion in the first place. Her cheeks were already several shades too rosy for court. The last time she’d gone to a simple village festival, Momma had chased her down with powder in an attempt to make her presentable. “It’s not as if there’s anyone of importance around to see,” Kitrin mumbled. 

Her father, Sir Janar, oversaw two small villages, one supporting the lumber camp and fur trappers and traders from the Briskwood, the other mostly consisting of palace staff for the royal summer home, Midsomme Keep. However, the royal family hadn’t visited Midsomme Keep in the sixteen years Kitrin had been alive. According to Momma, or Lady Griet, as her official title named her, it had at one time been alive with laughter and dancing—but since the war and the many tragedies endured by the royal family, no one in the king’s household had time for merriment. King Eamon cared only for expanding his wealth and territory, and there was no queen to host parties and festivals in his name. 

“That’s what happens when you leave an entire court to men,” she often scoffed. “You need women to provide some frivolity.”

Kitrin couldn’t help but think that their household was two-thirds female and lacked any sign of frivolity, but it struck her that her mother’s definition of frivolity might be tea sipping, needle wielding, and hair braiding. If that was the case, frivolity was something Kitrin could do without. 

She jabbed the needle extra hard through the cloth. It pierced her thumb, and she bit back a yelp. 

Momma narrowed her eyes at her. “Are you well, Kitty, dear?” 

“Of course, Momma.” Kitrin sucked her thumb. The salty bitterness of her own blood tainted her mouth. 

“Please don’t strain yourself. When was the last time you took your valer leaf?”

Kitrin winced. Her mother swore by valer leaf extract to combat Kitrin’s fits, but while her fits left her dazed and tired for a few minutes at a time, valer leaf could knock her out for a full day. She’d rather have an episode and move on with her life than lie in her bed, hazy and incoherent, for hours. 

A door creaked outside the parlor and heavy boots stomped across the wooden floor. Kitrin perked up and rose out of her chair. 

“Stay.” Momma frowned. 

Though it irked, Kitrin obeyed. 

Momma rose, glided across the parlor, and left, closing the door behind her. 

As soon as the door shut, Kitrin tossed aside her embroidery, kicked off her shoes, and tiptoed across the carpet to listen at the keyhole. 

“Janar, where have you been?” her mother chided. 

“Just seeing to things at the castle. You know, it’s a busy week.” Her father had a deep, bristling voice. As rich and full as his dark, bushy beard. An imposing, barrel chested man, he still cringed like a beaten dog at the mere thought of displeasing his wife. 

“You could have the servants see to that. I don’t understand why you have to leave us alone for hours on end. You know how Kitty gets—”

Kitrin leaned against the oak paneling of the door. The polished wood felt cool against her cheek. Her skin seemed to melt into it. She swayed on her feet before recognizing the symptoms. Not another episode. Not now. She staggered from the door, determined to sit down until it passed, but her knees gave out and she collapsed onto the floor, her shoulder knocking painfully against the door frame. 

Footsteps hammered, the door jerked open, and her mother loomed above her. 

“Kitrin! Janar, help me!” 

Before she could protest, Kitrin found herself swept into her father’s strong arms. He carried her up the stairs to her bedroom and laid her across the four poster bed. “Easy, my little cat,” he soothed, his whiskers tickling her cheek. “We’ve got you.”

“I’ll get the valer leaf!” Momma called from behind him. 

“No!” Kitrin pulled away and held up her hand, but her mother was gone. She groaned and sank onto the bed. 

Father crossed his arms and gazed down at her. “Are you all right?”

She pulled a pillow over her face. “I won’t take that stupid medicine again. It makes me sleepy. It wasn’t even a full attack.” She sat up and blinked several times. “See, I’m fine.” 

“You know how your mother gets, though.” He smiled apologetically. “Taking the valer leaf will ease her mind.”

She threw herself face down on the bed and moaned. “Traitor.” 

He laughed and patted her shoulder. “It wasn’t as if you had anything planned for the afternoon. Aren’t dreams better than embroidery lessons, lute lessons, and an hour practicing calligraphy?” 

“Barely.” She nestled further into her bedding. Yes, she’d felt a little dizzy from the episode, but it hadn’t taken its full hold on her. She could go on with her day ... of course, her ideal day was a walk in the woods, listening to birds, looking for flowers and mushrooms, and taking in the green and the warmth. All an unlikely dream. Momma never let her go out unsupervised, especially to the woods. 

“I’ll try to convince her to let you nap without it.” He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “If you’re asleep by the time she gets back, she won’t be able to dose you.” 

Resigned to her fate, Kitrin positioned her pillows beneath her back and lay staring out the window. After stroking her cheek, her father departed, shutting the door behind him. 

Kitrin considered the possibility of sleep, but loathed it instantly. She stared out the window at the dancing apple trees and the green fields beyond. Her room was on the second floor of the manor house, looking out over the gardens and the hill running down to the main road where she often watched peddlers with their brightly colored carts driving their wares to the village. Now, a group of wagons rolled along the road. One wagon, two, three. She sat up. It was a full caravan. Was a circus coming to town? Even her mother couldn’t deny her a trip to a circus.

Crossing to the window, she pushed open the glass panes and leaned out into the warm summer air. No, it couldn’t be a circus. The wagons were at the same time too plain—their colors understated and stately—and too fine—no tattered banners or drooping carthorses. Shading her eyes, she counted nearly a dozen. Behind them trotted a line of horses with bright red banners and then coaches! Real coaches like the one they had in the stables but never used, meant for transporting fine ladies. 

Her heart rate quickened, and she stifled an excited squeal. It had to be a royal caravan. The king was coming to Midsomme Keep for the first time in over a decade. As the noble in charge of upkeep on the abandoned castle, her father had to have known this was going to happen. Why hadn’t he told her? 

A rider broke off from the formation and galloped in circles in the field between the road and the manor. Another rider pursued him in a merry chase ... so playful and grand. She leaned further out the window.

An electric shock cut up her arm, and she gasped.

Falling back into the room to sit on the floor, she pushed up her sleeve to reveal the skin of her right wrist. Silver green veins stood out on her arm, then disappeared. She swallowed. What was that? She stood up. The riders had stopped and one of them seemed to be staring in her direction. She couldn’t get a good idea of his face because of the distance, but he looked tall. For some reason eager to get his attention, she pulled her handkerchief out of her bodice and waved it in the air. He raised his hand. 

A shiver cut through her. He had seen her! She cupped her hands around her mouth, trying to think of something to shout.

“Kitrin! Get away from that window!” 

She spun around. 

Her mother glared at her. “What are you doing? You’re not some ... strumpet trying to draw men into your bedchamber. Get inside before someone sees you beckoning like one.”

Kitrin’s cheeks warmed. 

Her mother bustled over and rubbed her cheeks. “So red. I told you to avoid the sun.” 

Kitrin jerked away. “Rubbing them only makes them redder, Momma.” She glanced over her shoulder, but the rider had rejoined the caravan, and the whole group was moving on. Her hand strayed to her arm which still tingled. What had that sensation been? “Is someone coming to the keep?”

Momma stiffened. “Not your concern.” She held up a bottle. “I have the valer leaf extract. Drink it and get some rest. The court only has room for high born ladies. Those of middle status such as us are only good as mistresses and handmaidens, and I would not see you as either.” She produced a tablespoon from her pinafore pocket and poured the sickly yellow liquid into it. “Drink up, rest, and I’ll check on you when it’s time for supper.” 

Kitrin’s mouth wrinkled in displeasure. “Momma, please, it wasn’t even—”

Her mother thrust the spoon at her. “Drink!”

Giving in, Kitrin sucked down the medicine. Her mother made her open her mouth, probably unconvinced she hadn’t hid it under her tongue. Then, nodding in satisfaction, she left. 

Her senses already softening to haze, Kitrin rushed to the window and stuck her finger as deep as she could manage into her mouth. It took two tries, but she managed to gag up the bitter extract. Unfortunately much of her luncheon came with it. Spitting bitter bile, she wiped at her mouth with the back of her hand and stared after the departing caravan. 

Maybe she didn’t belong at court, but certainly it offered more excitement than staying about the manor day in and day out. Still a little dizzy from the medicine’s influence, she leaned against the window frame and watched the riders disappear in the distance. Someday, she’d follow. Someday, she’d leave this dull place. Maybe not to the court—for all she knew that would be just as oppressive—but to the woods. To walk among the fragrant pines and hear the birds sing. Yes, that would be her heaven. 

In the distance the hot breath of summer wind danced among the trees, but in spite of this a shiver cut through her. The hairs on her arm stood on end, and for an unnerving moment her veins stood out silver and green beneath her skin again. She shuddered. The valer leaf had to be affecting her. 

But what if it wasn’t the valer leaf? What if something strange was happening to her? She rubbed at her arm, half fearing, half hoping that the veins would appear again. They didn’t, but a gentle prickling rose through her skin, energizing her. 

Then as quickly as it had occurred, the sensation faded. She chewed her bottom lip. Not normal, but exciting. 

“My life could use a little exciting,” she whispered to her familiar surroundings. Something within her stirred with anticipation, but she knew not for what. 
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Chapter Two
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Prince Bryce stood, every muscle in his lean body taut, his gray eyes focused on his opponent. Rollic—brawnier than Bryce but a good hand shorter—gulped. Bryce caught the movement of the squire’s throat, and a grin quirked his thin mouth. Rollic had every reason to be nervous. Bryce tightened his grip on his training sword’s hilt and waited. 

“Go!” the blade master shouted. 

Sweeping his weapon forward, Bryce attacked in a series of swift, persistent strokes. Rollic gave an unceremonious yelp before snapping out of his panic to fight back. 

Not wanting the sparring session to end too soon, Bryce slackened his pace. Rollic countered, jabbing at Bryce’s side. The prince spun out of reach. Grunting, Rollic swiped again. Bryce countered, dodged, and slapped his dull-blade against the back of Rollic’s knees. 

“Blast you!” Rollic lost his balance and crashed into the sawdust of the training yard’s floor. 

Bryce snickered. “I really need to find a better sparring partner. Maybe next time I should fight you left-handed?” 

“Don’t try to trick me with that.” Rollic rubbed his backside. “I saw you practicing left-handed last week. You’re almost as good with your weak hand as your dominant one.” 

“Almost but not quite. An advantage is an advantage.” Bryce passed his sword to the blade master and bowed in thanks. The blade master opened his mouth, his eyes widening. Instinctively Bryce spun, ducked, and punched, hitting Rollic in the gut. The squire dropped his sword, which had been raised above his head for a dramatic strike, and crumpled. 

“Ouch.” He moaned, his eyes pinched shut. “Did you have to hit so hard? It was just a joke.”

“Sorry, instinct.” Bryce wiped his hand across his forehead, pushing back his sweat dampened auburn curls. “You should know better than to attack me from behind, even in play.” 

“Well, I definitely know better now.” Rollic snorted. He motioned towards the bench on the other side of the yard. “Mind if we sit for a few? We’ve been at it for a while, and my arms are killing me.” 

Bryce nodded absently and followed his squire and friend across the courtyard. Normally he spared Rollic the brunt of his skill, but none of his usual sparring partners had accompanied the court to Midsomme Keep, and he had a hard time holding back even during a practice session. He supposed he could’ve simply not trained today, but he needed something to keep his mind busy. 

Now he stared over the keep wall at the blue sky and tried to clear the muddled thoughts in his brain. 

“You all right?” Rollic frowned. 

Bryce started. “Huh?”

The squire rolled his brown eyes. “Come on, Bry. I’ve been your squire for what ... seven years now?”

“Six.” Bryce frowned. 

“No, it has to be seven. It was the year I turned thirteen and you twelve, remember?”

“Still six. I’ll be eighteen for five more months.” 

“Well, six and a half anyway.” Rollic chuckled. He leaned against the wall with his hands behind his head. “You don’t spend that much time around someone without learning to read their moods. I thought you wanted to escape the court.”

“Considering my uncle and cousin are here, and all their favored nobles followed after them like a herd of sheep, I hardly think I’ve escaped anything.” Bryce snorted. 

“Still, there’s maybe a tenth of the court here, hardly as bad as what you’d be dealing with in Crown City. Plus they seem content to leave you alone.” Rollic motioned to the empty training ground. That at least was better. Every son of noble birth in Crown City requested to train with the royal family, hoping to win favored positions in the king’s honor guard or even the Keepers. In the capital, they swarmed his sanctuary like a bunch of braying donkeys. 

“So, it’s not the court, not really, but you normally don’t go at me knock-me-down hard, so something’s up,” Rollic continued. “Prince Langstyn again?” 

Bryce winced. “No, thankfully my cousin has been staying out of my way of late.” Not that he wasn’t a match for Langstyn in both brains and brawn, but as the son of the king, Langstyn had a lot of influence and could find creative ways to make Bryce miserable if he really wanted to. Bryce would rather avoid him and his pack of bootlickers. 

“Then what’s got you down?”

Bryce rubbed his index finger and thumb against each other, twisting his arm to expose his left wrist. It looked normal now, and the sensation had only lasted a minute. For a moment, he’d wondered if somehow he’d received a magical seed which had activated, but those drew off the strength from one’s dominant hand, and Bryce was right, not left, handed. Besides, his family had denied him a seed as well as an inheritance. Also, he’d remember a seed being bestowed on him. It had to have been his imagination, his desire for magic playing tricks on his brain.

“I just ... I felt off is all. Needed the familiarity of a good fight to get myself back to normal.” 

Rollic squinted at him. “Off? Like ill? Should you be straining—”

“No, not ill.” Bryce shook his head and stood. “When we were riding up to the keep, something weird happened. I was trying to get a look at that manor house on the side of the road, and this shock cut through my arm. It was like my blood turned green for a second.”

Rollic raised his eyebrows. “You really should be seeing a vitality magus about that, not jumping around with swords like an idiot.” 

“It’s nothing.” Bryce pushed his sleeve over his wrist. “My mind was probably playing tricks on me after the long ride. You’re right, though. I need rest, not exercise. If you need me, I’ll be checking out the keep’s library. I heard they have a good collection of local history—” 

Rollic stood and grabbed Bryce’s shoulder. “Look, as your friend as well as your squire, what you need isn’t exercise, and it definitely isn’t dusty old books. When was the last time you relaxed? Had some fun? Grabbed a pint of mead and spent some time with scantily clad ladies? I bet there’s a tavern in town. Let’s go.” 

It was Bryce’s turn to roll his eyes. “I’ll leave that to you.” 

“Oh, come on, it’s no fun on my own.” Rollic groaned. “Your title’s what draws in the females. No one cares about squires when there’s a prince in the room.”

Bryce held up his hand. “You know that’s not my thing, Rol. Shallow flirting with women who only see me as a gateway to my better connected relatives? No thanks.” 

“Shallow flirting can be a lot of fun, trust me.” 

Bryce crossed his arms. 

“Fine.” Rollic groaned. “Well, I guess it’s for the best. If I didn’t have you to slow me down, I’d have been gutted by a jealous husband by now.” 

“Because married women are all so eager to throw themselves on you,” Bryce scoffed.

“What can I say?” Rollic winked. “I’ve got one of those faces.” 

“If by one of those faces you mean the back end of a mule.” A harsh laugh snapped both of their heads up. A youth in a burgundy tunic of fine velvet crossed the room followed by a half dozen other young men, all dressed in a similar manner, though a respectful degree of finery below their leader—all eager to imitate him without appearing to show him up. 

Bryce groaned. “Hello, cousin. You’re not really dressed to train, so I’m guessing you just came down here to insult my squire. Run out of page boys to kick and chambermaids to harass?” 

Langstyn chuckled, most likely too full of himself to recognize that as the insult Bryce fully intended it to be. To him bullying the palace staff was as much his right as walking on floors. 

A few months’ Bryce’s junior, Langstyn had the same red-brown hair, though his grew wavy rather than curled, so he wore it long and pulled back into a stylish ponytail. Bryce’s locks exploded into an unmanageable tangle if he allowed them to get past an inch or two, causing him to prefer it cropped short, even if it was out of vogue. They were both tall, Bryce slightly more so, and pale of complexion, though Langstyn managed to avoid the sun enough that his skin was blemishless especially in comparison to his freckled cousin. 

In fact, they were alike enough that Bryce had been mistaken for his cousin more than once by newcomers to court, something that brought him no end of displeasure. Usually, though, when they noted the lack of a seed mark on Bryce’s arm, they caught on. Langstyn never covered the red, flame-shaped mark on his left wrist.

Now Langstyn circled Bryce, gazing at him from the corner of his eye. “By the crown, Bryce. We’ve been here less than an hour, and you’ve already managed to get yourself covered in sweat and sawdust. Remember, you represent the royal family, in spite of your lack of inheritance.” 

Bryce’s mouth quirked into a wry smile. “If you really think it’s better for the men of the court to be represented by perfumed oils and well-coiffed hair than hard work and skill in battle, I guess I’ll have to bow out. We all have our strengths, and mine happen to be better displayed on the training ground than perfected before a vanity mirror.” 

Langstyn froze. One of his followers chuckled anxiously, then clamped his mouth shut when Langstyn shot him a glare. 

“Let me knock him down a peg, your highness!” One of the larger boys pushed forward, but Langstyn held up his hand. 

“I can handle this.” The prince rounded on Bryce, gray eyes flashing. “You’re a lot of talk, aren’t you, cousin? Don’t forget your place.” 

Bryce’s jaw clenched. Yes, he knew his place, that Langstyn was his future king, and Bryce was a nobody, with only an honorary title and no magic, but this was the training ground, his sanctuary. “Do you really want to challenge me here, Langstyn?” He frowned. “Politically, I admit, you have me bested, but with the blade? Is that really a fight you want to pick?”

The group suddenly snapped to attention as a middle-aged man with gray streaked red-brown hair and beard strode through the gate: King Eamon, Langstyn’s father and Bryce’s uncle. Bryce straightened his posture. While he had no qualms about standing up to his cousin, his uncle had raised him and deserved respect. 

The king’s eyes swept over the gathered youths, lingering longest on his nephew and son. 

“Is something going on here, boys?” He tilted his head. An imposing man, tall for even their family and broader at the shoulder than most of the court, Eamon wore a black tunic edged with scarlet. The sleeve of his garment had an opening specifically to show the three flames of his seed mark, for Eamon was the Key of the Fire Magi. All fire magic flowed from him by ancestral right, making him the source of its power and therefore its strongest user. 

Langstyn shook his head, and opened his mouth, probably for a denial, but one of his followers burst out, “This saucy brat insulted your son with a challenge, sire! You should have him flogged.” 

Langstyn winced. King Eamon scratched at his beard, a pretense to cover a smile. Bryce’s stomach clenched. Anyone who truly knew his uncle would know that he was a believer in fair fights, unlike his son. However, at this point, Bryce would’ve rather dropped the whole thing. 

“Is that true, Langstyn? Did Bryce challenge you?” the king asked.

“Not in so many words,” Langstyn mumbled. 

“But in subtext?” The king placed a hand on each boy’s shoulder. Langstyn still managed to angle away from Bryce. 

“Honestly, sir, it was all teasing.” Bryce swallowed. “I have no desire for a fight.” 

His uncle’s grip tightened, and he squirmed beneath it, even though the older man’s gaze remained focused on Langstyn. 

“Still, a challenge must be met.” The king released them and stepped back. “Shouldn’t it, son?”

“Yes, sir,” the crown prince mumbled. 

Bryce’s heart rate quickened as he realized his uncle intended to use him as an object lesson. Take the challenge, then throw the fight. It’s the easy way out. Don’t be an arrogant idiot. A hit to your pride will cost you far less than making an enemy out of Langstyn right now. 

“Good.” The king nodded. “Let’s make this a clean match. As Bryce is not seeded, blades only, no magic.” Though this was standard practice in blade matches, Langstyn still winced. 

“I’ll go fetch you a training blade.” Eamon motioned to the blade master, and the two older men walked towards the weapon racks on the far side of the training yard.

Brow drawn, Rollic approached Bryce. “You going to throw it?” he whispered. 

The squire kept his voice down, but not low enough. 

Langstyn stiffened. His hand shot out and slapped Rollic across the cheek. Rollic inhaled sharply and backed up a step. 

“Hey!” Bryce shouted. 

“How dare you insinuate that I can’t fight my own battles, you low born cur!” Langstyn’s lips curled into a snarl. He raised his hand again. 

Bryce snatched his cousin’s wrist. “Don’t.” It took all his will-power to keep his voice steady. 

The prince shook him off. “You forget, I’ve been training in blades as long as you have.” He glared then smirked. “I trained under the best fighter in the kingdom, in fact. My father. Where is your father again?” 

Fire spiked in Bryce’s chest, and he gritted his teeth. Common sense be damned. Throwing this fight wasn’t an option. “I’m not fighting your father. I’m fighting you. I think I’m more than a match for that.” 

“We’ll see, won’t we.” Langstyn stomped off. 

Rollic rubbed the red mark on his face. “This is a bad idea, Bry. I know how you get, trying to prove yourself, trying to keep things fair. Well, life isn’t fair, especially not where royalty and politics are concerned.”

“It’s just a quick sparring match. Low stakes.” Bryce shrugged, trying to appear nonchalant. 

“Then let’s up the stakes.” Bryce whirled and found Eamon returning carrying two dull training foils. He passed one to his son who had removed his velvet doublet to reveal a plain white shirt beneath.

“What sort of stakes, Father?” Langstyn frowned. 

“Well, we’re hosting the Midsummer Ball next week. Noblemen and ladies will be coming from all over the kingdom, and the first dance should be led by the best fighter in the household.” Eamon grinned, but Bryce winced. Dancing was nearly as painful as politics. Lower chance of angering someone in power to the point of losing one’s head, he supposed, but much higher probability of humiliation. 

“Fine with me.” Langstyn snorted. “Makes me want to throw the match just to see Bryce attempt any sort of social grace, though.” 

Accepting the practice sword from his uncle, Bryce shook out his arms before taking a defensive stance and waiting. Sweat dripped down his neck. How did he get himself into these messes? 

“Begin!” Eamon barked. 

Instinct and training took over at the word. Bryce swept forward, blade coming from the left, the right, then left again. While quicker in the response than Rollic, Langstyn fell to the defensive, able to stop Bryce’s swings but unable to get one of his own in. Bryce saw an opportunity in this. He let up his pace, leaving his right side open. Langstyn swung. Bryce dodged and jabbed at his side as he went past. Yelping, Langstyn hopped back. He spread his legs to keep from falling. 

Bryce grinned. This would be easy. “Sure you want to do this, cousin?”

Jaw clenched, Langstyn charged. Bryce pivoted. He brought his sword up. The blades clashed with an angry echo. The force of his cousin’s blow sent vibrations up his arm. Let Langstyn wear himself out. Bryce could do this for hours. 

He swung again. Again Langstyn countered, but his eyes were wide now, frantic. A stab of pity cut through Bryce. Did he really want to humiliate his cousin in front of King Eamon? What good would it serve? Before he could consider his options, though, a sharp pain seared his hand. The hilt of his sword grew hot as a fire iron. Langstyn charged. 

Forced to grip the blazing hilt to defend himself, Bryce blocked his cousin’s stroke. Langstyn smirked. Sweat beaded on his brow. To the casual observer it probably looked like the sweat of exertion, but to Bryce it was a tell of his cousin channeling his seed magic. He darted a glance towards the king. The watchers stood too far away for any to see the subtle signs of magic use. He could call his cousin out for it, but it would be his word against the prince’s, easy for him to deny it, claim Bryce was lying to get out of a fight he could not win. 

Langstyn laughed and launched a series of quick stroke attacks. 

Bryce responded, now reacting rather than acting. The heat swelled until his entire hand prickled with pain. Every instinct shouted at him to drop the weapon. He clenched his jaw and refused to give in. Eyes alight, Langstyn attacked with renewed vigor. His blows fell like hammer strokes, left, right, again. 

A burst of heat shot up Bryce’s palm from the metal of his own blade. Bryce bit back a scream. His hold loosened as a blow fell. His sword dropped to the ground. 

“Aha!” Langstyn crowed. He raised his blade for an uppercut. 

Bryce dropped to his knees, rolled, and snatched his sword out of the saw dust. He jabbed upward, into his cousin’s gut. The dull point of the training blade did not pierce, even with all his force behind it. Langstyn’s mouth opened in a wordless cry, and he collapsed. Hands gripping his bruised midsection, he gasped for air. 

Bryce let his own sword fall then turned to face the crowd. Rollic whooped. The rest of the observers stared in silence. 

King Eamon gave a slow nod. “An obvious win, though I am proud of the attempt you made, Langstyn.” He crossed the yard and offered his son his hand. “I admire a man who gives his best when obviously outmatched.”

Langstyn’s already flushed face reddened to match the burn on Bryce’s palm. He stood and turned his back on his father. Bryce considered his uncle’s unreadable face. Was he aware of the insult he’d just dealt his son? Did he care? 

Eamon faced Bryce. “You’ll get that hand looked at?” 

A chill swept through Bryce, and he shoved his blistered hand into his pocket. “It ... it’s not bad.” 

The king’s eyes flicked from nephew to son. “You have earned the right to lead the first dance. Try to see the royal tailor before then, all right? You’ve grown a good hand in the last year, and it won’t do to look as if you borrowed a dwarf’s clothes for the Midsummer Ball.” 

With that, Eamon left, as quietly as he’d come.

Bryce let out a long breath. 

One of Langstyn’s cronies approached and offered the prince his doublet. Langstyn shoved him away. “I want to be alone. Get out of here!” He pointed a shaking finger at the remaining onlookers. “All of you.” The young men scattered like frightened sparrows fleeing an angry cat.

Bryce winced. He hadn’t intended to push this so far. Beating Langstyn in a fight was one thing, but humiliating him in front of not only his friends but his father? It wasn’t in Bryce’s interest to antagonize Langstyn like that. He strode closer. “Look, cousin, I have no desire to lead the dance. I have no knack for courtly diplomacy. I’d be like a plucked pigeon trying to fly. If you want—”

“I don’t need your charity, gallow’s spawn!” Langstyn snapped. 

Bryce recoiled. His skin went cold then flared hot. 

“You’ll never amount to anything.” Langstyn’s voice sank to a hiss. “You’re the son of a traitor, and your place in this court is dependent on my father’s good will. In the old days, treason meant death for not only the guilty party but his heirs as well. You should’ve died with your worthless old man, and trust me, when I get the throne, I will find a way to send you after him.” 

Bryce’s fists clenched. The action sent another wave of agony through his injured hand. 

Langstyn spat at his feet then stomped out of the yard. 

Chest heaving, Bryce collapsed. He sat cross-legged with his burned hand lying on his knee. 

Rollic knelt beside him. “Here. I got this from the supply cabinet over there.” He held out a bandage and a jar of salve. “Let me see it.” 

Bryce stared into space, but didn’t resist when Rollic took him by the wrist and rubbed the salve into his burn. It stung for a moment before growing numb. 

“You should’ve said something when he pulled that trick.” Rollic scowled. “Your uncle flat out said no magic.” 

“I still beat him.” Bryce forced a shrug. 

“You’re going to get yourself killed if you keep trying to prove yourself like this.” Rollic wrapped the bandage tightly around his friend’s hand. 

“Maybe because I have a lot to prove.” Bryce yanked his arm away and shook his wrist. “It’s nothing. Just a surface burn.” 

Rollic’s eyes softened. “You’re not your father, Bry.” 

“How would you know? I don’t even know. For all I know I’m exactly like him.” Bryce stumbled to his feet. He’d spent hours combing through palace records trying to find anything about Prince Bryant, about the man who had committed a crime so heinous his own father had demanded his death—but Bryce’s grandfather, King Tyrel, had not only ordered Bryant’s execution but stricken every mention of him from palace records. Speaking his name had been forbidden at court, even for Bryce’s mother—who herself had died when Bryce was only five, of consumption, they said, but Bryce often wondered if she’d simply given up. He could never remember her smiling.

When Bryce’s uncle came to the throne after Tyrel’s death, ten-year-old Bryce was allowed a more open place in the family, to study and train with his cousin, to attend family functions, to claim the title of “prince.” Still, he’d been denied a seed at his coming of age, never to practice fire magic like the other heirs of the household. Whispers of his father’s fate followed him like the echo of his own footsteps in ghostly halls. 

“I wish I knew what he did, why whatever it was was worth throwing away his life—and mine with it.” He closed his eyes.

“Look, you’re right.” Rollic gripped Bryce’s shoulder. “I don’t know anything about your father, but I know you, Bryce. You’re the only member of the royal family who treats me like a human being, for one thing, and your sense of fair play is—painfully over-developed, to the point of idiocy sometimes. It’s not in you to do anything truly foul.” He shot a spite-filled glare in the direction Langstyn had departed. “Your cousin, on the other hand, he’d sell out a priest to get an extra lump of sugar in his tea.” 

Bryce laughed bitterly. “Yeah, Langstyn is a piece of work.” His uncle, however ... Bryce wasn’t sure what to think about him. He shook it off. “Let’s get out of here, see the countryside. I could use the fresh air.” 
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Chapter Three
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Leaning against the wall to avoid putting her full weight on the squeaky floorboards, Kitrin slipped from her bedroom towards the stairs. She’d stayed quiet in her room for what felt like an eternity, though by the sun-lines on the wall, it was only about mid-afternoon. 

Her mother had peeked in on her multiple times. Every time Kitrin thought she was in the clear, she’d hear footsteps in the hall and have to pretend to be asleep again. 

To pass the time, she’d done everything she could think of to get her wrist to glow green again. She’d shaken her hand, rubbed the area with her opposite thumb, and pushed and pinched until her skin turned first red then purple. No good. Whatever had caused it, it had a mind of its own.

Now, her own grumbling stomach suggested it was tea time, which meant Momma would be busy sipping from her favorite china. Momma relied on tea time to survive the day. If it was an hour late, she melted. If for some reason it was neglected altogether, she’d go into hysterics. Kitrin often thought Momma should save some valer leaf for herself. 

She placed her foot on the first step, and the board gave out an ear-grating creak. Her heart leaped into her throat. Standing as still as a cornered mouse, she listened. No sign of her parents. She eased down the stairs, each step sending a barb of panic through her. 

Her plan didn’t go far past the manor door. She had a general idea of the land beyond, of course. Father had taken her in the carriage to the village on multiple occasions, so she knew the winding road that passed through the thick forest, about a quarter mile to the small collection of houses. She’d also been allowed to walk, with her father again at her side, down the main road to the house of a wealthy fur trader who had a pair of twin daughters roughly her age—once. When Momma had found out the girls took their education with a tutor from Crown City, she’d panicked about the “worldly influence” and refused the next invitation quite rudely. Momma was not well-liked among the locals, and invitations from the small social circle around Furrier’s Crossing soon dried up altogether. 

Still, Kitrin didn’t really want to attend tea with other nice young ladies. She wanted something else. Something she suspected lay in the speckled shadows beneath the towering oaks. Sometimes on those infrequent carriage rides, the trees beckoned to her. Their broad, evenly spaced branches resembled ladders, and she vaguely remembered reading somewhere—maybe in a poem—that you could climb trees. She’d do anything to try that. 

And yes, when Momma found out she’d escaped the manor, she’d probably be punished in some way, forbidden books, forced to write “I shall not risk ruining my complexion by walking exposed to the sun” a thousand times in her finest calligraphy, maybe even paddled—something her mother had threatened once or twice but never actually gotten around to.

She reached the bottom of the stairs. To the right the foyer opened up, across it the door to freedom, but with twenty exposed feet between her and it. All the interior doors were shut, and her parents potentially lurked behind any one of them. 

Her stomach grumbled again, and she remembered she hadn’t eaten since breakfast. Sucking in her bottom lip, she shifted her gaze to the servants’ hall under the stairs. There was a back door off the kitchen. She could grab some food. Whatever she ended up doing, she’d last longer on a full stomach. 

She stepped out onto the polished wood floor of the foyer, and her leather shoes squeaked. Wincing, she bent down and slipped them off. Her stocking feet touched the slick, cool wood, and something jolted through her. It ran up her legs, sparking and tickling. Again, green veins pulsed on her right wrist. Clutching it with her other hand, she held her breath and willed it to stay, to explain itself. 

It didn’t.

Her skin returned to its normal tone and the prickling died to nothing. She sucked on her bottom lip. Well, since it had happened twice, it ruled out her imagination—right? 

Muffled voices rose from across the foyer, she thought behind the dining room door: her parents. From the pitch of her mother’s voice, they were arguing. Torn between fleeing before they emerged and listening in, she shuffled her feet while simultaneously straining her ears. 

Her feet tingled, and the floorboards vibrated beneath her. She froze and concentrated on the weird sensation. Was it an earthquake? She’d read about those, but she’d never felt one. Still, this was constant and low, not like she imagined those violent occurrences to be. Also, it seemed to shake in concert with her mother’s outbursts, rising when she yelled, fading when she stopped. Closing her eyes, Kitrin spread her toes. The tremors turned into sound she could hear in her bones. She stumbled back in surprise, braced herself against the wall, then once again flattened her feet as best she could to take in the sound.

“We should’ve left the moment we heard the royal family was returning to Midsomme Keep!” her mother shouted. 

“But Griet, dear, where would we go?” Her father’s tone was calm, but with an entreating edge, like a man trying to talk a bear out of biting him. 

“Anywhere but here! What if they see her?”

“They know nothing of her.”

The vibrations reached her brain and settled into fuzzy forms. Her mother, standing, chin raised in defiance, her father, hands outstretched, shoulders hunched. Kitrin’s breath quickened. This wasn’t a natural ability. How was she doing this? 

“But what if they find out? I won’t lose another child.”

Kitrin’s breath left her. Another? What child had her mother lost? When? She’d never mentioned a sibling, living or otherwise. 

“I know, and her safety is just as important to me as it is to you. Believe me. I would die rather than see her hurt, but she’s not seeded. There’s no way anyone could identify her.”

“But if it activates? You’ve seen how she’s intrigued by trees—”

“And we’ve kept her from them. Look, she’s asleep now. She’ll stay asleep. The king won’t stay at Midsomme long. The court runs out of Crown City. They’re just here for the summer months.” 

“Well, they’d better leave. If they come near her—” 

“They won’t.” Her father embraced her mother, and they moved away from her, stepping off the wood floors of the dining room onto the stone tiles of the back hall. The moment their feet left the wood, her connection snapped. 

Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. What was that about? And what did trees have to do with anything? 

More determined than ever to get into the woods, she opened the door to the hall and darted for the kitchen. Once there, she rummaged in the cabinets until she found a loaf of bread, a wheel of cheese, and a flask of water. With these wrapped in a dishcloth which she slung over one shoulder, she pushed open the door.

A breath of warm air caressed
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