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Chapter One 
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“Come on, spark! Spark, spirits take you!” Arynne crouched beside the fountain in the great garden, cursing at her own fingertips. A crimson light glowed through her rich brown skin, only to flicker out like an extinguished candle. The magic left a tingling, prickling sensation in its absence. 

“Sand rash!” she cursed, shaking her hands to get the blood flowing again. The heat of the ever-present Solean sun, red and raw as a wound in the fierce blue sky, beat down upon her with little regard for the layers of blue silk she’d draped over her back and shoulders as protection from its rays. However, even as sweat beaded on her neck, a thought formed in Arynne’s mind. 

What had the scroll she’d stolen from the priestess’s library said? Fire magic could ignite from one’s inner heat ... or the heat from other sources. Untrained, Arynne’s inner spark was weak, but the sun? There was nothing stronger in the kingdom of Solea than the sun.

Sitting cross-legged for better balance, she closed her eyes and focused on the warmth of the sun that radiated through her skin. She imagined it flowing from her back into her shoulders and down her arms to her fingertips. Her blood warmed in response. Magic gathered in her hands until she gasped in pain. Her eyes shot open, and she stared at her own hands, orange and luminous. She laughed. 

“I did it!” 

Concentration snapped. Flames exploded from her palms towards her face. 

“Eep!” Arynne fell backwards, over the edge of the fountain. She landed in the water with a splash then sat up spluttering. 

“Princess Arynne? What’s that noise? Do I smell smoke?” 

Arynne gasped, accidentally inhaling some of the water still dripping from her black braids. Now coughing and choking, she climbed out of the fountain and struck a regal pose as her handmaiden, Elfrida, and two younger serving girls rushed down the garden path. They gaped at her.

Arynne crossed her arms over her breasts, chin in the air, completely ignoring the water pooling about her sandaled feet. 

“No. You do not smell smoke. You smell nothing. Nothing at all.” 

Elfrida’s blue eyes swept up and down her soaked charge before she motioned to the younger servants. “Go fetch the princess new garments.” 

As the other two scurried off, Elfrida slipped her arm around Arynne and led her down the tiled pathway towards a shady alcove where the older woman assisted her in removing her outer garments. In the women’s section of the palace, it was unlikely any men would happen by. Even close relatives were only allowed into those areas with permission and an escort, so while Arynne felt mildly humiliated standing in her thin undergarments, waiting for new clothes, she didn’t fear for her modesty. After all, Elfrida had changed her diapers as an infant. Even now, at eighteen, Arynne felt no shame standing half-clothed before her. 

Unlike the other residents of the palace, Elfrida had pale skin, though it had been tanned like leather by years of exposure to the Solean heat, contrasting starkly with her cloud-white hair. Elfrida had come to the Solean royal family as an indentured servant when Arynne was little more than a baby, to serve as the infant princess’s nurse. Though she had long ago worked off her contract, she had chosen to remain to care for the child who had become as her own after first Arynne’s mother and then father had died. 

Now Elfrida glanced around the garden before switching into her native tongue, Frorian, a language she had taught Arynne but which few others in Solea spoke.

“You were practicing magic again, weren’t you?”

Arynne’s cheeks warmed, but she replied, likewise in Elfrida’s native tongue. “It’s a stupid rule.”

“Be that as it may, if the king finds out—”

“He’s my brother, not my father,” Arynne snapped. Of course, between his throne and the fact that he was nearly two decades her senior, Vanya often acted as if he had the authority of a father.

“Yes, but he is your king, my shining one.” Elfrida removed her headscarf and rubbed it briskly over Arynne’s braids. “Even as spoiled as you are, how long do you think you can defy his orders, as well as the laws of the land, without consequences?” 

“I’m not spoiled.” Arynne bit her bottom lip in order to stop herself from pouting. “It’s just not fair.”

“Our world would be very different if everything were fair.” Elfrida gave her a sad smile. “It simply isn’t.” 

Arynne kept her mouth shut out of respect for the older woman, but she couldn’t help thinking that the world not being fair was a poor excuse for humans to likewise be unfair. The world might not have a choice—as the priestess put it, the sand wore equally against earth and stone, the strong and the weak, the good and the foul—but people, people had a choice, and the silly rule that kept Arynne from magic was an invention of people. 

The two serving girls returned, carrying fresh, dry garments, these scarlet trimmed with gold, the royal colors. They bowed and presented them to Elfrida then hung back, exchanging meaningful glances.

“Begone!” Elfrida shooed them away. “Make yourself useful and fetch the princess her tea. She’ll take it by the pool.” 

The heat in Arynne’s cheeks spread to her ears. They knew—or at least suspected. After all, it wouldn’t be the first time she’d disobeyed the restrictions placed upon her. Would the word get back to Vanya this time? Well, that was always a risk. 

The light fabric slipped over her head and settled on her shoulders. 

“Come. Some tea and cakes will set you right.” 

In spite of her efforts to maintain her queenly posture, Arynne’s shoulders slumped ever so slightly as she followed Elfrida to the other side of the garden where a tile-lined pool filled with about six inches of water and darting, silver minnows sat under a canopy that protected it from the glaring sun. Lily pads rested upon the water, flowers imported from the marshes at the foot of the Gloaming, where the sun wasn’t as harsh and rain fell more often. 

They settled on cushioned mats beside the pool to await their meal. Arynne brushed her fingers across the tiled floor, leaving a smudge of soot. She grimaced. Hopefully, no one noticed that before she got a chance to wash her hands. She rubbed her hands into the mat in an attempt to destroy further evidence of her crimes. 

“Elfrida, please, tell me again about the magic in Frorheim.” 

Elfrida sighed. “Do you really think that is wise right now? It was wrong for me to put those stories in your head.”

“Well, it is too late; they are there now.”

“Yes, but you already know them. Will me repeating them do any good? Or just worsen your hunger for something you are denied?” 

Arynne fell silent. The old woman was likely right. If she hadn’t heard how magic was practiced so freely in her handmaiden’s homeland, perhaps it would’ve been easier for her to accept how restricted it was in Solea. 

Magic users were not particularly rare. The ability was inborn and appeared in perhaps one of every ten births—not common, but not unreasonably uncommon. It was not a crime to be born with magic, but to use it, one had to be initiated into the service of the Sun God, the deity who granted such powers and therefore oversaw their use. Priests and priestesses had good lives, from what Arynne could tell. She would’ve readily accepted a place among them, and if she’d been a boy, it would’ve been offered to her, but a girl? A princess? No, she only had one purpose in Solean culture, as a bargaining chip in a political marriage. 

As the youngest and only unmarried sister of King Vanya, she was too valuable to waste on a life of celibacy and religion. 

“It isn’t as if magic is common in Frorheim,” Elfrida said. “They have less reason to restrict it because it only runs in families with royal blood. Coming here and seeing common folk using it—priests or not—was quite a shock to me.” She laughed. “When I first arrived in Solea, I assumed everyone in the priesthood was royalty.”

Arynne nodded absently. She dangled her fingertips in the water and watched as the minnows swarmed to nibble her nails. The sensation tickled pleasantly. 

“Do you ever miss Frorheim?” she whispered. “I mean, you chose to stay here even when you would’ve been free to return. My geography lessons make it sound like a frozen wasteland, cold and dark, with never a glimpse of the sun.”

“In some ways it is that, but in other ways it is very beautiful.” A faraway look crept into Elfrida’s eyes, then she laughed. “Though, believe it or not, the children of Frorheim are told that the lands on the other side of the Gloaming—such as Solea—are hot and arid sandpits where a great ball of fire called ‘the sun’ burns your skin and dries the water.” 

Arynne smirked. “As you said, in some ways it is that.” 

As much as she wanted magic, it was hard to imagine living on the other side of the Gloaming. While some tribes settled in the forests and marsh of the Gloaming itself, the Frorians were the only people brave or foolhardy enough to live on the dark side of the world. “You didn’t answer my question, though.” 

“Do I miss it? Yes, sometimes, but the family I had there sold me to pay their debts, and I feel no need to return to them. The family I have here, however—” Elfrida stroked Arynne’s hair. “That family still needs my guidance, even when she is too stubborn to listen to me.” 

One of the serving girls approached carrying a tray. “Your tea, my princess.” She placed her burden between Elfrida and Arynne, bowed, and backed away. 

Perhaps for fear the serving girl would hear as she departed, Elfrida continued to speak in Frorian as she poured the tea. “I don’t really understand why you want to use magic so badly. Fire magic seems the least useful kind in this hot, dry land.”

“Do you think if my talent had been water-witching or foresight, Vanya would’ve let me join the priesthood?” Those talents were in greater demand. It would’ve been hard for even the king to deny the high priestess a new prophetess, princess or not. 

“Perhaps. After all, magic is only as good as what you can do with it, and it seems all yours is good for is lighting fires and making flashy displays. The royal family could hardly accept you becoming a fire dancer.” Elfrida passed Arynne a cup. Arynne held it under her nose, inhaling the fragrant, spicy steam. 

Fire dancing was the most common use of fire magic—and Arynne would’ve loved to learn it. Soleans considered the dance sacred, a display to honor the Sun God, but more than that, it was beautiful. Girls in scarlet and gold, swaying and leaping, fire shooting from their hands, flames spinning in wheels about them, sparks falling but never burning. It took years of study to fully master the art, and Arynne—well, at best she had stolen a scroll or two on the subject when her family wasn’t watching. 

Arynne sighed. Maybe Elfrida was right, and it was a frivolous thing to want. Still, that didn’t stop her from wanting it. She loved the way magic felt when she drew it into her hands. The energy was tangible, like sun on her face but with more weight. Her lack of control made it dangerous, but if Vanya would allow her to practice openly, she knew she could master it. She’d been born with these powers, after all. It had to be an affront to the Sun God not to use them. 

So instead, her waking times were spent studying things Vanya thought would make her an ideal wife for some foreign prince or lord courtier he felt like rewarding with a royal bride. Music. Poetry. The languages of most of the surrounding countries—at least the ones he felt were worth allying with, which only ended up being three. Even Frorian was considered a waste of time as that land was dark and desolate and Vanya had little use for it.

“Arynne!” A male voice boomed from across the garden. Arynne cringed.

Yilre, another servant, rushed up to them. “Princess Arynne! Your brother, our king, seeks an audience with you.” Yilre said it in her best palace-etiquette inflection and posture, her palms pressed together before her chest in proper deference. 

“Arynne, where are you?” From the general direction of the shouting, he was probably standing at the entrance to the women’s garden, held back from searching for her himself by propriety but as close as he could get to her without crossing the forbidden threshold. 

Arynne sighed and stood. “Thank you, Yilre, but everyone in the garden is aware of that, considering that we can hear him bellowing like an ox with a sun-blistered snout from here.” 

Yilre gave a nervous laugh. “You will go to him now, yes?”

Arynne sipped her tea. She had a good idea what he was upset about and felt no need to rush to an ear chewing from him. “No.”

Yilre’s hands fell to her side. Her mouth opened and closed, but nothing came out.

Elfrida raised her eyebrows though she didn’t challenge Arynne for her petulant display. Arynne picked up a sticky, golden ball from their tea tray—a honey cake—and popped it into her mouth. It burst on her tongue, sending sweet, rich honey oozing down her throat. 

“I will go to him, but not now. We will follow the proper protocol. He may set a meeting with me in the Mingling Room, and I will arrive there, on time.” She allowed the corners of her mouth to quirk into a self-satisfied smile. One of the few advantages to being forced to obey proper court protocol in all ways was a complete knowledge of all the extremely inconvenient rules of the system—and the ability to throw those back in her brother’s face when he was being unreasonable. 

Yilre’s eyes widened. “But, your highness—” 

“You heard the princess, Yilre,” Elfrida interrupted. “She is correct. It is improper for the princess to leave the women’s quarters without preparation. If the king wishes to entertain her, he must allow her time to groom as well as use the Mingling Room, as court etiquette requires. You may convey that message to the king.” 

Yilre slumped forward, her face defeated. “Yes, my princess.” She scurried away. 

Moments later, a roar rang through the gardens, barely words, though Arynne thought she recognized a curse or two intermixed with the pure growling. Her conscience pricked her for forcing poor Yilre to deliver the message and face Vanya’s wrath, but as scary as her brother could be, he wouldn’t hurt the girl for doing her job. Like their father, he was a good man, if stubborn.

“You do realize he’ll only be more angry with you when you actually do meet now?” Elfrida poured herself a second cup. “Is the slight satisfaction really worth the future conflict?”

“Yes.” Arynne chose another honey cake to devour. 

Elfrida sighed but said nothing. Still, Arynne had heard enough of Elfrida’s lectures to know what the maid most likely thought—even if she’d chosen not to fight this particular battle. 

Shame warred with Arynne’s pride, and the honey coating her mouth now tasted dull and flavorless. Yes, she’d scored a point by inconveniencing Vanya, but the only thing she’d really achieved in the long run was antagonizing him further ... she still had so little true power over her fate. Exercising these small forms of control was the only thing keeping her sane. 

After draining her cup, Elfrida stood. “Well, since you are enforcing the Mingling Room rule, you might as well dress yourself up for the part. Your hair looks as if you fell into a fountain for some reason.” The old woman laughed at her own joke before leading them through the garden to the entrance to the sleeping quarters.

To protect from the ever-present sun, the sleeping quarters were built partially underground, accessed by a long, sloping tunnel that disappeared under the garden. This made it by far the coolest and darkest section of the palace. Angled mirrors built into the walls and ceiling allowed light to be directed into any room.

Arynne sat patiently before the dressing table mirror as Elfrida undid any of Arynne’s braids that were starting to loosen and re-plaited them, this time with golden beads spangled throughout. Even with Elfrida taking her time, Arynne was still ready for the meeting quicker than she’d like. 

Arynne wasn’t afraid of Vanya. No matter how angry she made him, she was his baby sister and a princess. There simply wasn’t much he could do to her, as being a princess required a certain level of upkeep and careful handling, and Vanya knew that. Still, there was only one thing that could’ve made him this angry. He somehow had found out she’d been practicing magic on the sly again. But how? She’d been so careful—up until the incident with the fountain, of course.

“Do you think one of the serving girls told him?” Arynne asked.

“Possibly, though they would’ve had to be quick in their tattling.” Elfrida put away the tray of remaining beads and stepped back to admire her handiwork. “Do you wish me to come with you?” 

“No.” Arynne did one final check on her hands for soot but saw none. “If it is my word against a servant’s, I don’t see how he can prove I actually did anything wrong. Even if he can, what is he going to do about it? Forbid me to use magic? Again?”

Elfrida squeezed her shoulder. “Try not to anger him needlessly.”

“Oh, don’t worry. When I anger Vanya, it is always completely needed.” Arynne chuckled.  

The Mingling Room was a circular open space filled with couches, sitting mats, and even a stage with a collection of musical instruments that most of the royal family was trained to play to entertain each other—though this waking-time one of the non-family palace musicians sat on the stand, strumming a long-necked stringed instrument to the delight of a swarm of small children—Arynne’s various nieces, nephews, and cousins of varying degrees. 

The family quarters were divided into a wing for the unmarried women, a wing for the bachelors, a wing for the families, and a wing for the king and his children, and there were specific rules about one leaving one’s assigned place to enter the others. In the Mingling Room, all could interact freely, and to an extent equally. All the wings had a hierarchy, and as the youngest in her wing, eighteen-year-old Arynne was definitely on the lowest rung within hers, but here it was all family. Young or old, king, princess, or prince. 

She glanced around. The room was empty except for the children, the musician, and one nursing mother sitting in a corner with a baby on her breast and a scroll unfurled on the floor beside her—probably for poetry reading, which was a major preoccupation for the women of the court—married and unmarried alike. No sign of Vanya yet. 

Arynne settled near a rack of scrolls and scanned them for something interesting. One that had not yet had time to yellow caught her eye, and she pulled it out. Yes, it was a quick inscription of current events. The tribes to the west, at the edge of the great inland ocean, had turned to piracy of late, and the news made for interesting—if a tad sensationalized—reading. She was lost in the tales of ships lost and the horrible fates of the crews when a hand clamped down on her shoulder like the talons of a golden eagle. She stiffened. 

“You wished to see me, my king?” she asked, keeping her voice soft and demure. 

“Do not pretend to be honey when you are, in fact, the sting of the bee.” Vanya snorted and spun her about. He stared down at her, his dark eyes glinting like chips of onyx. Arynne was tall for a woman, but Vanya towered over the whole court, broad-chested, his head shaven and coated in shining oil. He wore knee-length robes of the same crimson and gold as she currently sported, though the cloth of his hugged a muscular frame that seemed as suited for a wrestler as a monarch. He kept one hand conspicuously behind his back, but for all her neck craning, she could not guess what he held there. Instead she focused on his face and the annoying “disappointed father” expression he was giving her. 

In his mid-thirties, he was nearly old enough to be her father. The Princess Arynne had been a late-life surprise for the previous king, their shared father, the result of taking on a much younger bride supposedly to comfort him through his twilight years. As Arynne’s existence proved, the late king had gotten far more than comfort from his young bride. Both of her parents had died when Arynne was too young to have much memory of them, though Elfrida and Vanya had in most ways filled the void. 

“Do you know why I asked you to meet with me?” He narrowed his eyes at her.

She shrugged. Though she had a guess, she would not incriminate herself. “We are both aware I was born with the fire gift, not that of prophecy.” 

He pulled his hand out from behind his back. In his grasp rested a familiar scroll. She inhaled sharply. Great stinging wind scorpions! It was the scroll she’d pilfered from the visiting priestess!

“Where did you get that?” she gasped.

“I could ask the same of you.” 

She clamped her mouth shut. 

He tucked the scroll into the golden sash about his waist. “One of the maids brought it to me. Said she found it this morning when seeing to your room. Do I have to remind you again that magic use, outside of the priesthood, is explicitly forbidden? This is not me being arbitrary or singling you out unfairly, Arynne. It is the law of the land and has been so since well before you were born.”

“It’s a stupid law!” she snapped. 

“That is your opinion, but it is our laws that separate us from the barbaric tribes. Imagine what harm could be done if any untrained citizen could run about shooting off magic like an ill-tempered camel spitting on its rider?” 

“I wouldn’t be untrained if you’d let me join the priesthood,” she stammered, her throat tightening. Though she’d prepared herself for a scolding, she hadn’t anticipated losing her scroll. She’d only managed to read a short portion of it so far, and she had so much left to learn. 

“I’ve explained to you why that cannot be.” He scowled.

Crossing her arms, she angled away from him. “It cannot be because you will not let it be. You have the authority to allow me to join the priesthood, and yet you refuse.” 

“That is not your fate!” The veins in his neck bulged. 

“Oh, yes, it is my fate to be married off as the prize to some lord.” She sniffed. “A fine excuse. It isn’t as if there are men clamoring at our door to wed me. No one would care.”

Vanya’s jaw clenched and unclenched before he said in a tight voice, “I know I am not your father, Arynne, but I am your king. Do you know how it looks to the court that I cannot maintain control over one willful teen? You shame me. You shame me, and through me the court, and through the court the kingdom.”

A cold shudder cut through her. “That was not my intent.”

“Intent or not, it has happened.” 

She rubbed her fingers together. She could feel her magic still there, beneath her skin, a constant tingling presence. “It isn’t as if you can remove the magic from me ... you have other female relations, cousins, nieces, and daughters, all of whom are far more willing to wed than I am. Why do you need me as well?” 

“Because it is your place!” His growl caught her off guard, and she staggered back a step, into the scroll rack. The musician ceased his twanging, and everyone stared in their direction. 

Tears welled up in Arynne’s eyes. This wasn’t fair. She wanted more. 

Vanya drew a deep breath. “I had been waiting to find you a suitable husband until your older cousins were all settled as brides, as it could be perceived as unseemly for the youngest to marry before her elders, but perhaps this is a mistake. Perhaps a husband will be able to rein in your single-minded nature in a way that I, as your brother, cannot.”

Arynne’s heart sank to her feet. The idea of a husband was not particularly onerous—she’d been resigned to marriage as her likely fate, and she was not immune to the charms of men—but the idea of one specifically chosen to break her spirit, to bend her to the will of the court and the laws of men, no. That would be torment. 

“Please, brother, I will wither without my magic, like a flower without water,” she whispered. 

“Do not ask me for what I cannot grant.” Vanya hung his head. 

The musician resumed his song, though with a somber tune this time that spoke to Arynne’s despair. 

“Go prepare for dinner. We received word this morning that an envoy from a foreign land will be arriving—I forget which one, but we will be entertaining their ambassador at dinner. It will look ill if you are not there with the other ladies of the court.”

Arynne swallowed her tears. She had no time for weakness, in herself or others. “I will prepare.”

“See that you do. Remember, Arynne, I do not wish you ill. A person is happiest when serving something greater than oneself. We all must make sacrifices for our kingdom, and there are harsher things that could be asked of you than marriage.” 

Without another word, Vanya turned away. 

Arynne sat at the edge of the room, not wanting to return to her chambers and explain things to Elfrida. Was she really shaming Vanya? As much as she hated his rules, she did not wish to bring him dishonor. Still, there had to be another way. A way she could have her magic without disgracing her kingdom and displeasing her brother. 
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Chapter Two
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While many areas of Solea operated without the concept of marking time, palace life required a certain level of structure, so all the royal family had learned to govern their lives by the sand clock. As the sand shifted from one half of the glass vessel to the other, it indicated morning prayers, meals, and other group activities. State dinners, while not every waking-time, were common and were always scheduled at the midpoint between the late tea and the evening prayers. 

Arynne prided herself on punctuality. It was an uncommon trait amongst Soleans in general. She supposed living in a world where there was always sun so one could always work led to a general lack of hurry, but the attitude didn’t suit her. Far too many times she’d stared at the sand clock, waiting for the grains to drop to where it would signal it was time to leave for some event, only to find when she’d arrived that she was the only one there. Then she’d sit, tapping her toe, until the other members of the court wandered in. It did, of course, give her her choice of seats.

So when she breezed out of the women’s quarters, her braids piled into an impressive bun atop her head in a way that she thought offset the length of her slender neck quite well, she was not surprised to find the other maidens of the court not there yet. A bulky, bearded bodyguard waited several respectful steps from the threshold to escort the ladies so that they were not potentially harassed—though Arynne thought this pointless. Only a suicidal madman would so much as sling an unkind word or a rakish look at the female relations of King Vanya. 

Upon seeing her, the bodyguard—a man of about thirty named Callan—grimaced. She threw back her shoulders and approached him. 

“No, I’m not early. The others are just late,” she said, cutting off the protest she saw playing about his lips. 

“Again.” He sighed. This wasn’t the first time she’d put Callan in this position, though it wasn’t her fault that the other maidens took so long fussing with their hair and garments and completely forgot to watch the sand clock. 

“Why don’t we just skip the argument, which you know I’ll win, and allow me to walk myself to the banquet hall.” She gave him her best smile. “It’s only a short walk. That way I won’t have to wait here for the others, and you won’t have to risk leaving your post before my nieces and cousins arrive.” 

“Thankfully, I foresaw your impatience and have prepared accordingly.” He stuck two fingers in his mouth and gave out a shrill whistle. A younger guard, a smooth-faced new recruit, popped out from one of the doors down the hall. “Mika, escort the princess to the banquet hall, please,” Callan ordered.

“Yes, sir.” The youth clasped his hands in front of his chest and bowed at the waist.

Arynne pursed her lips. “Well played.” 

Callan laughed quietly. “Anything to accommodate my princess.” 

Young Mika had to hustle to keep up with Arynne’s determined pace as she strode down the sandstone-lined halls of the palace, her sandals shuffling against floors worn smooth by centuries of passage. It was said that Solea was the first, and therefore the greatest, kingdom to arise out of the chaotic years after the world stopped turning and one side became perpetually dark and the other perpetually light. Great cities were reduced to ruins in a generation as rivers dried beneath the ever-present sun and forests died in the darkness beyond the Gloaming. 

The Soleans, however, had picked up the pieces, staked a claim to a strip of land on the edge of the last remaining sea, and held fast, creating a kingdom that had lasted nearly five hundred years. It was only in the last few generations that other kingdoms sought to rival them. Vanya was not interested in challenging these upstarts, though he maintained Solea's superiority to them. He often entertained ambassadors from the island kingdoms or the forest folk who dwelt within the Gloaming. However, unscheduled visits were rare. Normally such things were planned months ahead. 

The fact that these ambassadors had only sent word that morning of their impending arrival piqued Arynne’s curiosity. Where were they from and what did they want? 

The halls of the palace were lined with massive sandstone columns carved in the shape of palm trees. Every few feet, a great skylight of colored glass opened in the ceiling, allowing in the sun and speckling the interior with tones that made Arynne imagine she was in an undersea garden. 

Mika reached the end of the corridor and stepped aside with a bow. Beyond, a pool stretched across an open courtyard. Small palm trees and planters filled with flowers lined both sides, and long-legged cranes waded amongst the lily pads and reeds. Water was precious to the Soleans, which meant displays of fountains and pools were the most obvious way to show off one’s wealth and importance. This particular pool, one of the largest in the palace, was positioned so that in order to enter the banquet hall, one had to walk along its length. A footbridge crossed it at the mid-point allowing easy access from either side of the courtyard. 

Across the pool, standing by the footbridge, stood a pair of strange men. They wore hooded cloaks of dark brown and off-white garments—obviously travel worn—that covered almost all their skin. Good protection from the sun and harsh winds of the desert regions, but hardly appropriate for a palace. Strangest of all, however, were the leather goggles with dark-tinted glass that covered their eyes. Rather than cross the bridge and approach them, Arynne stopped behind one of the palms and observed from a distance. 

The only visible part of their faces were their beards, one dark, the other gray. The dark-bearded one wore a badge of a silver star upon his chest and held a small wooden chest

Arynne considered their garb. Not from the islands ... nor the mountains to the south. Could they be from the herd folk of the badlands? They usually wore face coverings to protect from the harsh winds plaguing that region, but they were also only loosely incorporated—not organized enough to send a delegation to a foreign king. 

She glanced towards the entrance to the banquet hall. Double doors crafted of woven metal set with more colored glass in reds, yellows, and oranges were shut. Apparently she was too early to go in and take her place—which she didn’t mind. It gave her an excuse to watch the visitors. 

The dark-bearded man stretched and yawned. “Well, it doesn’t seem they have any trouble keeping folks waiting in this sun-blasted land.” 

Arynne started. The man was speaking Frorian. 

“Starwarden Kajik,” the older man snapped in the same language. “We’re on a diplomatic mission. What if a member of King Vanya’s court overhears you refer to his kingdom so disrespectfully?”

“What are the chances anyone here understands our tongue, Lord Rafal?” Kajik pointed out. 

A smirk curled the corners of Arynne’s lips. She considered walking up to Kajik and addressing him in fluent Frorian. Maybe asking him how he was enjoying his stay in this sun-blasted land. Before she could act upon this impulse, however, he pushed off his goggles and shrugged back his hood. Something caught in her throat. 

His hair was the same black as his beard, shorn short on the sides and long on the top. He had a young face with a straight nose and mischievous mouth, pale of skin but ruddy of cheek. Most striking, however, were his keen blue eyes that sparkled like the palace’s stained glass. They sat like sapphires beneath dark, expressive eyebrows. Her heart quickened, and she suddenly lost all motivation to humiliate him. 

“Be that as it may, you represent our kingdom while you’re here.” The older man also shed his goggles though his hood remained in place. “You do understand the stakes of our mission?”

“I’ve only had them drilled into me since birth.” Kajik scoffed. “However, if King Vanya doesn’t even think us worthy of escorting into the banquet hall on time, then what do you think the chances are that he’ll willingly part with a princess for us to take back to Frorheim?” 

Intrigued, Arynne leaned closer. 

Rafal shrugged. “Marrying off excess daughters to secure political alliances is a tradition older than the static sun. It is the purpose for any woman of rank, their very reason for existing.” 

Arynne bristled. 

“Hearing you talk about women, I have to wonder how you never managed to marry one.” Though his face was expressionless, Kajik’s tone was as dry as the shifting Solean sands. 

Curious both about this Frorian visitor and his mission to claim a Solean princess, Arynne stepped away from her hiding place and onto the footbridge. The men stiffened at her approach. She considered her greeting. It wasn’t often that she was allowed a chance to meet strangers, let alone exotic foreigners from a land she’d only heard of in tales. She opened her mouth to greet them.

As if in response, the doors to the banquet hall swung open. The royal steward strode out and bowed. 

“Honored guests of the Solean Crown, please allow me to show you to your seats.” The steward frowned in Arynne’s general direction, even as he addressed their guests. While as a servant he wouldn’t dare openly chastise a princess, this wasn’t the first time he’d caught her waiting outside the banquet hall without the presence of an escort. He obviously did not approve of such behavior. 

“Thank you,” Rafal responded in accented but clear Solean. Both he and Kajik bowed at the waist before following the steward into the dining room. 

Arynne waited until the steward had gone after them before following. Distant feminine voices rose from behind her: the other palace maidens finally arriving. From their chitter-chatter, they were as eager as Arynne to meet the mysterious visitors. 

Vanya already sat at the head of the long table, his queen, Leyal, on his right, his son and heir, twelve-year-old Masi, on his left. Beside Masi two places sat open for the visitors, as honored guests of the king. While there was no official seating order beyond women on the right, men on the left, there was an unspoken rule that had those closer to the king in blood and higher in the court in importance—such as Vanya’s yet to arrive pre-teen daughters, the older married brothers and their spouses, and long-time court advisors—positions usually held by elderly uncles and other older members of the extended family—would have the seats nearest the king himself. 

An unspoken rule Arynne had every intention of ignoring. Chin held high, she quickly strode to the head of the table and took a seat two places down from Queen Leyal, directly across from Starwarden Kajik. 

Vanya shot her a glare. She bowed her head but said nothing. Vanya might not approve, but he was too proud to show his displeasure, let alone admit that she had defied him, in front of strangers to the court. 

As the other members of the family slowly filtered into the room and took their places, a few cast looks of confusion or annoyance at Arynne, but none dared to bring up the breach of protocol. 

However, having achieved her goal of ensuring a place where she could easily find out more about their visitors, her second step evaded her. Appearing too openly curious could cause her to seem gauche in their eyes, and as much as she wanted to stare at Kajik, such an action would be boorish, below her dignity. Instead, she looked anywhere except at him, flitting her gaze around the room, focusing on each new family member as they entered and chose their place.

The older of the men, Rafal, engaged in pleasantries with Vanya and Leyal, extolling the beauty of Vanya’s palace, begging pardon for their worn traveling garments, and expressing hope that this would be the first of many diplomatic exchanges between Frorheim and Solea. His grasp on the Solean tongue was impressive, his accent lending some charm to what would’ve otherwise been a dull conversation. Vanya responded with proper, if probably feigned, interest. He inquired after their journey. Had it been dangerous? Had they encountered bandits on the road? What lands had they passed through to get there?

Before Arynne could glean anything of interest from her eavesdropping, the serving staff made their way through, filling wine goblets and placing baskets of flatbread along the length of the table. The bread would serve as both food and utensils to scoop up the main course, a rich goat stew heavily seasoned with fragrant spices, the chunks of meat simmering in a thick brown gravy.

Tired of sitting awkwardly, Arynne turned to address her sister-in-law, Queen Leyal, but the clearing of a throat brought her gaze back to Kajik.

He smiled, folded his hands in front of his chest, fingers twined together, and bowed his head. “In my culture we clasp hands upon greeting, but from my understanding, this is proper address to a lady of standing in your culture.” Like his companion, Kajik’s Solean was accented, drawing out his vowels and slurring his consonants. While she could easily understand him, it did provoke a smile, and she considered giving him permission to speak in his native tongue. However, keeping her knowledge of his language a secret might lead to interesting revelations, especially since, as far as she was aware, she and Elfrida were the only two inhabitants of the Solean court who could speak the language. Kajik had already shown a propensity to speak unguardedly in his native tongue, and it suited her curiosity if he continued to do so. 

“It is more like this.” She pressed her fingertips together and bowed her head in kind.

“Of course.” He corrected his hands and repeated the gesture. “I am named Starwarden Kajik, emissary of King Evyd of the kingdom of Frorheim. And you are named?” 

“Princess Arynne, sister of King Vanya of Solea.” 

His eyes brightened. “So you are princess. I had no desire to assume.” 

She bit back a smile at his quaint use of her tongue.

Vanya clapped his hands. “Let us honor the Sun God and give thanks for this bounty his light has provided.” 

At this signal, the steward, who had stationed himself by the door, pulled on a lever. With a creaking of gears, a panel in the ceiling rolled back, allowing a bright ray of sunshine to pour into the dining hall, landing on a great crystal that hung from beneath the skylight. Refracted light in every shade imaginable burst like stars, dazzling the royal family. 

“Moss-elk droppings!” Kajik growled in Frorian, covering his eyes and ducking his head. “Are they trying to blind us?” 

“Starwarden, your language!” Rafal hissed in the same tongue. 

Arynne smiled. She liked this Kajik, especially when he didn’t realize she was listening. 

Perhaps noticing his guests’ discomfort, Vanya nodded to the steward. The panel slid back in place, returning the light level to a gentle dusk. 

The servers circled the table with steaming tureens of stew. For several minutes, the dining hall fell silent as those present tended to their meals. Arynne only picked at hers. She’d had a fine selection of cakes available at tea time and was far hungrier for information. Still, it would not do to show her hand too plainly. She knew well the saying that a silent sandhawk’s strike missed less often than one that shrieked as it flew. 

Pockets of conversation soon rose from farther down the table as different family members engaged those seated near them in light discussion. Unfortunately, the one disadvantage of sitting near Vanya was that he would dominate the discussion of those around him. Already Rafal focused on the king, watching him eat and waiting for a chance to speak. 

“Are a number of princesses in the royal house?” Arynne started as Kajik addressed her again. Rafal shot him a glare. 

“Yes, a good many.” She gave a slow nod. “The title includes daughters of the late king, such as myself, as well as the daughters of the current king, and the daughters of the current king’s brothers and sisters.” 

“Of age to marry?” Kajik leaned forward in his chair.

“Several of us, yes.” She took up her goblet and sipped the fruity, spiced wine, watching him over the rim of the vessel. Not subtle in his approach, but she appreciated the frankness—as well as his decision to address her rather than defer to Vanya. From Rafal’s glower, Kajik’s boldness displeased him. Greatly. 

“Good.” Kajik raised his glass. He took a long swallow, and a grin quirked his lips. “After long journey with poor food and no liquor, a man could get used to such hospitality.” As he spoke, his accent grew less distinct, easier to ignore, perhaps from him listening to the native speakers around him. If that were the case, he was a quick study with a good ear. It had taken Arynne years of chatting with Elfrida in Frorian to grow comfortable with the inflections and oddities of the strange tongue. 

“Your Solean is impressive,” she said. 

“Thanks to you.” He bowed his head. “I studied many years, though mostly in books. I have little chance to speak it.” 

“My sister is right. Your grasp on our tongue is noteworthy considering we Soleans have had little to no dealings with those of your land,” Vanya interrupted. He narrowed his gaze at Arynne, perhaps wishing her to remember that he had allowed her a seat she did not merit but would not tolerate her commandeering the conversation for her own devices. “Which has me curious.” The king leaned forward in his seat. “It is a long and perilous journey from Frorheim to Solea, fraught with dangers none but the foolhardiest of travelers would care to face. What cause does your king have to send a delegation all this way? You did not risk the hazards of the road to engage my sister in idle chatter.” 

“I don’t know. A face like your sister’s is worth the journey to see.” Kajik chuckled. 

Arynne’s cheeks warmed, but she arched a cynical eyebrow at him rather than reveal her embarrassment. 

“Starwarden! Remember yourself!” Rafal slipped into Frorian again.  

Kajik subsided. 

“We do have a purpose to our visit, but I was uncertain if you wished to discuss such things over your mealtimes.” Rafal gave Vanya a simpering smile. 

Vanya shrugged. “If there is business to be done, it is best to have it in the open. What does your kingdom desire of mine?” 

“A long-term alliance, perhaps the opening of trade between our lands, but most of all—” Rafal dropped his gaze, then slowly raised it again to Vanya. The hair on the back of Arynne’s neck stood, though she wasn’t sure why. “My king has a son recently come to manhood, the heir to our kingdom. Frorheim is a small kingdom, and isolated. As you said, the journey to reach it is long and harsh, so we receive few visitors from other kingdoms. In the last few generations, the search to find a maiden of noble enough blood to be a suitable bride to our prince, and yet not of close enough kin that the union would displease our God, has become more difficult. It is the desire of King Evyd that we seek for his son a bride of royal heritage from a kingdom other than our own.” 

Arynne pretended to focus on her meal, pushing bits of meat and vegetables around her plate with a scrap of bread. If she were chosen as the bride, she could leave Solea for Frorheim—and be free to use her magic. Did she want that, though? To wed a man she’d never laid eyes upon? Well, it wasn’t as if marriage for love had ever been an option for her.

“Much good has been spoken of your court in our lands,” Rafal continued. “We know well of your wealth and power, but Frorheim also has much to offer an ally.” 

“What?” Prince Masi spoke for the first time, cynicism tainting his tone. 

Vanya raised his hand in warning, and the boy’s mouth snapped shut.

“Our land is rich in mineral resources, veins of silver and precious gems,” Rafal seemed unphased by the challenge. “Beyond the ice shelves, a great sea provides us with fish and the seadogs who feast upon those fish are rich in fur.” He reached into his tunic and withdrew a scrap of fur. He held it out to Vanya. “A gift to your wife. The ladies of our court love the decadence of such pelts. I would imagine your queen, also, would appreciate such things.”

Vanya offered the pelt to Leyal. She stroked it then pressed it to her cheek.

“It is as silk ... and you say this is the skin of a dog?” 

“There is no word in your language for the creature, but seadog was our best approximation.” Rafal laughed, though the sound was somehow humorless. “Our caravan carried many such items with us, too many to bring to the dinner table.”

Vanya stroked his chin. “I will not put any boundaries to trade between our kingdoms. It seems that such commerce would be of mutual benefit left unimpeded. Solea likewise has much we might offer a kingdom such as yours. However, what you ask of me is far greater than free passage given to your merchants. You would have me send a maiden of my household along a dangerous route to accept the hand of a prince strange to her and myself—and with the distance so great, like as not, she would never return to her family.” 

Arynne’s chest tightened. She hadn’t considered that. Leaving her family, never seeing Vanya or her sisters or the various cousins again—but marriage to a foreign lord had always been a possibility. At least this one would offer her a chance to live out her dreams, as a magic user. 

“We are not coming empty-handed.” Rafal turned to Kajik. “The chest?” 

Kajik nodded before reaching under the table and producing the small chest she’d seen him carrying earlier. He placed it before him and opened it. 

Light burst from the chest like an unshuttered window. Leyal gasped, and Masi’s eyes widened. Even Vanya leaned forward in his seat.

“These are called starshards.” Rafal reached into the chest and withdrew a handful of light. Arynne blinked several times. Her vision adjusted, and she was able to discern that rather than a single blinding whole, the contents of the chest were hundreds of individual crystals, ranging in size from a pigeon’s egg to the nail of her little finger. “We mine them from beneath the frozen earth of our land for their beauty but also their magic. The starshards are what allow us to live in the cold and dark, but even in a realm such as yours, they have much value. For their beauty, yes, but a clever magician or alchemist can extract their power for many wondrous uses.” 

Vanya let out a long breath. “They are most beautiful. I must admit, I did not realize Frorheim contained such riches.” 

“Yes.” A smug smile crept across Rafal’s face, and he shut the chest. “The contents of a chest would be an unprecedented bride-price for any royal maid, and if you allow us to choose a bride from the ladies of your court, it shall be yours.”

Vanya’s face hardened. “Are you suggesting I sell you a woman of my court like a goat or a camel?” His tone sent a shiver through Arynne, and her fingers tightened around her goblet. 

Rafal’s jaw dropped. His mouth opened but nothing came out.

“I do not know how you conduct yourself in Frorheim,” the king growled, “but in Solea we value the members of our bloodline—male or female—far above earthly riches. To suggest you can purchase a princess of our land—”

“That was not our intent!” Kajik jumped to his feet. 

Vanya stiffened but switched his attention to the younger emissary. 

Kajik cleared his throat and picked up the chest. “Forgive me and my companion, King Vanya. Our hold on your language is weak. This chest is a gift, a sign of our respect and regard. It has no ... no chains?” 

Vanya’s face clouded. 

Kajik blanched and whispered in Frorian. “How do I express that there’s no obligation?” 

“But there is supposed to be an obligation,” Rafal hissed. 

Arynne took pity on him. “I think he means the gift has no strings attached, brother,” she said. 

Relief washed over Kajik’s face. “Yes. That.” He glanced down at her, the corner of his mouth quirking into a grateful smile. Her stomach fluttered. 

“Ah.” Vanya waved to
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