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            Prologue

         
         The dry heat of summer clung to the cobbles and narrow alleys of Kestrel’s Haven. Even well past midnight, when most of the
            citizens lay dreaming and only the stars and the occasional lantern illuminated the long, winding streets, the heat lingered.
         

         
         But the whole city never truly slept.

         
         In the royal star temple, two physicians remained awake in case someone should need them for an emergency. In a slender and
            slightly crooked tower near the city walls, an old philosopher charted the movement of the stars, like she’d been doing every
            night for the past year. In another hour or two, the bakers’ apprentices would wake to heat their ovens and prepare their
            dough.
         

         
         And in the warehouse district, a young girl climbed atop a tower of crates. It was dangerous to be out so late, but there wasn’t anyone waiting for her back home, to tell her she should have been in bed already. Besides, hunger gnawed at her stomach. The echoes of a harsh argument lingered in her ears. 

         
         On nights like these, the emptiness of her home was too overwhelming. She preferred being close to the floating docks. The
            harbor was never quiet. Water lapped against the merchant ships’ hulls. The wooden walkways over the water creaked and moaned.
            Somewhere in the distance, a sailor was singing loudly and off-key. And the cooler sea air drifted in along the bay.
         

         
         The girl pushed aside a loose plank covering the window of a rickety, abandoned warehouse. She had blankets inside, though
            no one needed blankets in this heat. A makeshift pillow.
         

         
         But the light shifted as she began to climb through the window. A flame, and then—strangers.

         
         Heavy bootsteps inside. Figures. Hooded figures, who kept to the edges of the lantern’s light within. Some pushed barrels
            around. A tall man laughed loudly.
         

         
         But all the girl could focus on . . .

         
         The sharp glint of weapons.

         
         Swords and spears, far richer and sharper than anyone she knew carried. Far more deadly too.

         
         Fear coursed through her like needles.

         
         A long time ago, before he left for the war, the girl’s father—who had been a cobbler before he became a soldier—had told
            her that the city at night had teeth. She’d never seen them.
         

         
         Until now.

         
         She slid back out the window, stretching her foot to the crates below. She needed to get away, quietly. Instead, she lost
            her balance. Time slowed as the crates shifted. She clung to the edge of the window, but the frame was dry and crumbling.
         

         
         She crashed into the crates hard. The sound echoed.

         
         As she landed, her ankle twisted, pain shooting through her foot and leg like jagged knives. It ached so fiercely she could
            barely breathe.
         

         
         But she heard the commotion from within.

         
         Shouts. Voices.

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “Is anyone there?”

         
         “It’s probably a street rat. Don’t worry.”

         
         “Get outside! No one can know we’re here.”

         
         The girl scrambled to her feet. A heartbeat later, the heavy warehouse doors opened and light from the lanterns inside streamed out. She swallowed a scream. 

         
         She bit back the pain and ran, every step stabbing through her ankle. Tears leaked from her eyes.

         
         Another shout.

         
         “Hey!”

         
         “Stop!”

         
         The girl ran for her life. She rounded a corner and another and another. She ran until the streets grew wider. Pain and fear
            pulsed through her. 
         

         
         The footsteps behind her grew closer. They were everywhere, as if they were coming from all around her. The girl ran. She
            glanced up at the stars above.
         

         
         “Please,” she managed. “Please.”

         
         Her words were met with silence, and the girl knew it wasn’t enough. She was alone and the night had teeth. Then—

         
         The floating docks opened up in front of her. A sailor in the distance still sang his off-key song. A ship’s bell tolled,
            and a watchman called out the time.
         

         
         Ahead of her, the girl saw light.

         
         In the window of the fourth floor of a very narrow building overlooking the floating docks, a single candle burned brightly, like a beacon for all who needed it. And she knew the Lighthouse was open, and strangers were welcome, no matter the hour. The girl did not have coin to spend the night, but she hoped someone might buy her a drink at least. She hoped for safety and some kind words. 

         
         She paused once, outside the building. She wiped angrily at her eyes, because she refused to be caught crying. She looked
            over her shoulder, and she would swear, for a moment, that she saw the glint of weapons and of cruel eyes.
         

         
         Then she pushed against the grainy wood of the Lighthouse door, and entered. And she left all dangers outside.

         
         For now.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One
Splinter

         
         The snap-snap of wooden swords clashing echoed across the palace’s outdoor practice courts. The grass that should have been soft and green
            was a dry golden brown, and the courts smelled of dirt and sweat. The squires were panting.
         

         
         Summer lay like a blanket over the palace, and the high walls trapped the afternoon heat. For twelve-year-old Splinter, hot
            summers in Haven were nothing new, and she thought she was used to them. But while she could wear airy linen clothes for her
            classes and her hours with Princess Adelisa, during weapons practice, all the squires wore thick leather armor, and in the
            heat, they creaked.
         

         
         So Splinter’s muscles ached and her mouth was dry. Her sword grew heavy in her grasp. Despite all her effort, her opponent—Kes, a wiry fifteen-year-old boy with kind eyes—was gaining the upper hand. Again. 

         
         “Come on, princess’s squire,” he teased. “Is that the best you can do?” His bouncy black curls matted against his brown skin,
            and he avoided Splinter’s attacks with ease.
         

         
         Splinter scowled. She redoubled her efforts, but the fight slipped away from her. “It’s hot.”
         

         
         “Excuses do not matter in battle.” Kes quoted their teacher, Master Elnor. He knocked her blade to the side and lunged at
            her.
         

         
         Splinter sidestepped at the last moment. She glanced in the direction of the sword master, who walked his rounds across the
            practice courts, using a wooden stick to tap along with the rhythm of the fights. “He told you that too?”
         

         
         “Every single squire since he started teaching,” Kes said. A shadow crossed his face. “And he’s right.”

         
         A senior squire, Kes had returned to the palace three weeks ago, while his knight master, Sir Orel, recovered from wounds
            sustained in battle. Kes was only a few months older than Crown Prince Lucen, but it was clear that seeing the war had changed
            him. He looked lost, sometimes.
         

         
         Splinter frowned as she circled him. “Are you going back to the border soon?”

         
         Kes nodded. “Tomorrow. We’ll go home to Sir Orel’s estate, near the Starlit Mountains, first. The palace physicians did all they could to heal his shoulder, and now he needs to rest. But as soon as he’s up to it, we’ll go back to fight.” 

         
         Splinter grimaced. She liked Kes, and she liked sparring with him. He’d accepted her as a squire from the moment he joined their practice hours.
         

         
         Kes struck out with an overhand attack, and Splinter brought up her own sword to meet his. When he leaned in, her arms gave
            way, but he didn’t push on. Instead he stepped back. “One last bout, Splinter. One last chance to win.”
         

         
         In the four months since Ash’s kidnapping, Splinter’s sword skills had markedly improved. She’d won several practice bouts
            against the other squires . . . before Kes arrived. Ever since Master Elnor had matched her with him, she’d only managed to
            score a handful of points, and he always beat her.
         

         
         In the circle next to them, Lucen was far more comfortable facing off against a senior squire. With a yelp, he dodged an attack,
            and then he went on the offense. His partner towered over Lucen, but the prince managed to push him back with a flurry of
            strikes, until his practice sword was a blur. Splinter grinned.
         

         
         “Win like Lucen?” she asked Kes.

         
         These past months she’d often sparred with the crown prince, and she’d never managed to win from him either. Lucen was the strongest sword fighter among the squires by far. He practiced with Master Elnor in private, and those individual training sessions were legendary. Master Elnor only took on one or two squires a year. 

         
         With the flat of his sword, Kes smacked her against her shoulder. “I’d like to see you try.”

         
         In the center of the courts, Master Elnor slammed his stick against the ground with a resounding crack. “Squires, eyes on your own fight!” His voice carried over the din. He glared at a handful of squires who’d all stopped to
            watch the crown prince. “Or we will keep going for another bell.”
         

         
         The threat was enough to get everyone—including Splinter—back in line. She raised her sword to guard position, only to scramble
            backward again when Kes struck out at her, lightning-quick. “Focus,” he said.
         

         
         Splinter breathed in the warm, dusty air around her. She felt the crunch of the grass under her feet. The comfortable weight
            of the sword in her hand. And she attacked.
         

         
         This was what Splinter had wanted from the moment she’d first put on her brother’s armor to attend the Winter’s Heart festival.
            To be here, at the heart of the palace, surrounded by a cacophony of swords.
         

         
         Home.

         
         For the rest of the training session, she lost herself in the fight. It was, Splinter had once told Ash, like a dance. When
            she stepped in, Kes stepped back. When he moved around her, she moved with him.
         

         
         Until she blocked Kes’s attack. He overbalanced and couldn’t immediately recover. Splinter didn’t think. She leapt forward
            and slammed his sword out of the way. The point of her blade snaked up toward his armpit—one of the weak points of his armor.
            Joy rushed through her. She’d done it!
         

         
         The tip of her sword pushed past his armor, and at the exact same time, Kes’s blade slid against her neck, below her ear.

         
         Kes smiled wickedly. “Draw?”

         
         Splinter scrunched her nose. She’d been so close.
         

         
         At the entrance to the practice courts, one of the servants rang the heavy bell that marked the end of their training. Master
            Elnor cleared his throat. “Squires, put down your swords. Lord Brenet will be here shortly to speak with you.”
         

         
         His words were met with sighs of relief—and curious whispers—but Splinter didn’t move. She held her sword where it was.

         
         Kes’s eyes sparkled. “We can keep going, if you want.”

         
         They couldn’t. Splinter knew that. Still, she was tempted. Then she dropped her shoulders and lowered her sword. “Fine, it’s a draw.”
         

         
         “Well fought, Squire Splinter,” Kes said, and when she looked at him, his eyes held no mockery or malice, only honesty.

         
         With sweaty hands, she pushed her hair out of her face. “One day I am going to beat you.”

         
         “I believe you will.” Kes held out his hand to her, and they clasped.

         
         “Stars guide you, Kes.”

         
         Kes winked. “Good luck with Lord Brenet’s announcement.”

         
         Splinter turned to where the other squires were gathering around Master Elnor, while Kes returned their practice swords to
            the armory. There was little else to be said between them. This was the way of the palace, she’d learned. As the snow thawed
            in the mountains, older squires had joined them and left again, and would continue to do so.
         

         
         In a matter of months, Lucen and his friends would become senior squires too, and they would be leaving to serve their knights.
         

         
         Splinter refused to think about that yet. Instead, she focused on how the palace had changed in other ways since Ash’s disappearance. When Splinter joined the group around Master Elnor, several of them made room for her. Tobias tossed her a wet cloth, and she gratefully wiped down her face. Tym passed her a bucket of water with a ladle, and once she had drunk her fill, she passed it on to Lucen. 

         
         Some squires still didn’t accept her, but for the most part, they tolerated her. She didn’t call any of them—except for Lucen—friends, but it was nice to not feel like a complete outsider anymore.
         

         
         The door behind Master Elnor opened, and two figures emerged. One was Lord Brenet, the master of squires. The other was a
            lanky boy who walked like he didn’t quite know where to place his feet. As they entered the practice courts, the boy’s shuffling
            kicked up clouds of dust, and some of the squires around Splinter snickered.
         

         
         Lord Brenet considered them, his expression stern. The scars that ran across Brenet’s battle-worn face stood out against his
            summer tan, and he wore a simple linen coif to protect his head from the sun. He nodded at Master Elnor, who stepped aside,
            allowing Lord Brenet to wheel his chair forward, while the lanky boy remained in the shadows behind them.
         

         
         “Listen well.” Lord Brenet’s gaze lingered on each squire in turn as he spoke. “It is my duty to ensure that every squire who comes through these halls has the skill necessary to one day serve this kingdom as a knight, both in peace and in war.” 

         
         Brenet’s gaze crossed Splinter’s, and she blushed and straightened. Around her, other squires reacted similarly. Even Lucen,
            who would not just be a knight but king one day.
         

         
         “To that end, four weeks from now, every squire will present themselves for the summer exams. Under the eye of Queen Aveline,
            your tutors and I will measure your skill and progress. You will face written exams, riding assignments, and tests of your
            skill with various weapons. I expect you to perform well.”
         

         
         His words were met with whispers and murmurs. The exams were a yearly occurrence, and the older squires had been sharing horror
            stories since the days had grown hotter. Master Elnor slammed his stick to the ground to demand silence.
         

         
         “For younger squires,” Brenet continued calmly, “passing these exams is an opportunity to show your mettle and your worth. For the older squires who wish to serve a knight master in the field, the exams are more than an opportunity: they are a requirement. You will not become senior squires unless you pass your exams comfortably.”
         

         
         To begin their training at the palace, every squire needed a sponsor to vouch for them. Ash had been Splinter’s sponsor. But
            for most, it was a father, an older brother, or any knight who saw a squire’s potential. Then once they finished their junior
            years, all squires were required to find a knight master. Someone willing to mentor them and teach them how to live and fight
            as a knight, anywhere in the kingdom—including in the mountains.
         

         
         The squires around Splinter nudged each other. Some of them were wide-eyed. Others smirked confidently. Lucen had gone pale.
            Splinter’s own heart hammered, even though she was one of the younger squires.
         

         
         Someone shifted behind her.

         
         “You know, squireling,” a snide voice whispered, “I wonder what happens if you don’t pass the exams.”
         

         
         Another voice cut in, “Don’t you remember Nave of Roaness? He botched his exams so badly two years ago that he was sent home.
            It didn’t matter that he was only a first year. Unfit squires dishonor the rest of us.”
         

         
         Splinter swiveled and found fourteen-year-old Corwen and his twin brother, Meren, standing behind her. They were two of the squires who’d made Splinter’s introduction to the palace miserable. 

         
         Corwen’s sandy hair was tangled and wet with sweat. He leaned in closely. “They say it’s an exam to test our skill, but really
            it’s to weed out the weak ones.”
         

         
         “You’re lying,” Splinter whispered.

         
         “Are we?” Meren smirked.

         
         “Quiet.” Lord Brenet raised his voice. Everyone fell silent again and faced him. He folded his arms. “In addition, I have with me
            a new squire, Briar of Divon. Let me be abundantly clear about this. You will treat your fellow squires with respect, or you
            will not be here to see the exams at all. Do you understand?”
         

         
         Splinter barely heard those last words—or the chorus of “Yes, my lord” that followed. She barely registered that Brenet asked
            Ilsar to guide the new squire around. Even the exams disappeared to the background.
         

         
         She stared at the boy half hidden by shadows. The last time she’d seen Briar of Divon was almost five years ago. Her mother had been close friends with his fathers, and since Briar was only about half a year younger than Splinter, they had been forced to play together every time the DuLacs visited the Divon estate. Briar used to have wavy brown hair that framed his light brown face, and glasses to help him see. He’d drag Splinter to the kitchens and talk the estate’s cook into showing them how to bake fennel biscuits or spiced apple pie. Splinter wasn’t sure if they’d been friends—until she came to the palace, she’d only ever counted Camille, the son of the DuLacs’ housekeeper, as a friend—but they’d
            been friendly.
         

         
         Now Briar’s hair was trimmed short and his glasses were nowhere to be seen. His arms and legs were long and spindly, like
            he’d grown five inches overnight and his leather squire’s armor was the only thing holding him together.
         

         
         He’d changed, but so had Splinter. Giddiness and nerves bounced through her. She wondered what he’d think of her—of her real
            self and the home she had found.
         

         
         She spotted the small star-shaped scar on the side of his chin. She’d caused that. They’d been climbing trees in the royal
            forest when she’d challenged him to go higher and higher. He had slammed his chin on one of the branches when he fell.
         

         
         Splinter smiled, and she raised her hand to wave . . . but he stared straight through her. As if she didn’t exist at all.

         
         When Lord Brenet dismissed them, Ilsar—the oldest of the palace squires, and the most arrogant too—grabbed Briar by the arm
            and dragged him toward the squires’ wing of the palace. And Briar didn’t look back.
         

         
         

         “Maybe he doesn’t remember me.” Splinter plopped down on the soft woolen carpet in Ash’s bedroom and gathered the gear she needed to polish her boots while she told Ash about her day. 

         
         Ash’s room was cool compared to the squires’ mess. Thin white curtains kept the brunt of the sunlight out, and a glass pitcher
            filled with flowering melisse stalks stood on the windowsill, ensuring that the room smelled a lot nicer than the squires’
            mess too.
         

         
         Ash—the twelve-year-old Princess Adelisa—sat curled up in the chair at her desk, a history book and a mystery play in front
            of her. The rest of her desk was a chaos of papers, books, trinkets, and a handful of arrows. Ash spent her mornings attending
            council meetings with her mother or following her own lessons with private tutors, and her afternoons with Splinter. Often
            they’d go riding together, practice at the archery lanes, or spend time in the flower maze where they’d first met—though most
            of the summer’s flowers had wilted in the heat.
         

         
         Today they were trying to avoid the heat, yet even through the curtains, the summer sun cast a warm golden glow over Ash’s hair, and sunburst freckles dusted her nose and cheeks. She twisted the silver rings that wrapped around her fingers. “Give him time to adjust. This place can be overwhelming.” 

         
         “Maybe.” Still, Splinter was disappointed. “But I wanted . . .” She tried to find the right words.

         
         She was proud of who she was now. She was happy here. But outside of Anders and Camille—who was practically family—she hadn’t
            shared that with anyone from her old life. For Briar to see her like this—a squire, the princess’s squire, no less—would somehow make it even more real.
         

         
         Besides, she remembered him as odd—but kind.

         
         Splinter opened a jar of beeswax as Ash picked up a pen and tapped it against her lips.

         
         “Do you think he’ll be a friend to you? To us?”

         
         Splinter knew what Ash was asking, even if she didn’t say it out loud. Do you think he can be trusted?

         
         In the four months since Ash’s abduction, their friendship had grown and deepened. But ever since they’d uncovered the existence
            of the Larks, a secret sect among the nobility sworn to depose the queen, Ash had grown more wary around strangers. It wasn’t
            that she was afraid—as far as Splinter was concerned, Ash was the bravest person she knew—but Ash sometimes looked at the
            world like it was a puzzle she needed to solve. Like all the people around her were questions that she didn’t have easy answers
            to.
         

         
         “I hope so,” Splinter said. “Mama always liked the lords of Divon.”

         
         “Your brother once trusted Vance Labanne too,” Ash said, referring to the man who’d orchestrated her kidnapping in the first
            place, to garner favor with those same Larks. Charged by the queen to infiltrate the conspiracy, Splinter’s brother, Anders,
            had worked closely with Vance . . . although in the end, he’d helped save Ash.
         

         
         “I know,” Splinter said. “Briar could have changed after his dads went off to war. I’ll be careful. You know I will be. I
            want him to know he isn’t alone.” She made a face. “I want him to be able to get to our classes without getting lost.”
         

         
         Ash grinned. “That’s a challenge.”

         
         Splinter stuck out her tongue. It had taken her weeks and a map drawn by Ash to figure out the layout of the palace. But now the palace was home.
         

         
         “I hope Briar will see what a good friend you are,” Ash said gently. She put her pen down and got to her feet. With practiced
            ease, she quietly closed the door to her room and the connecting door between her and Splinter’s rooms. “Besides, speaking
            of your brother . . .”
         

         
         She reached into the sleeve of her dress and produced a folded square of parchment.

         
         Splinter sat up immediately. The beeswax and the boots lay forgotten. “He wrote?”

         
         “The palace messenger delivered it to your room after you left for training. I wanted to make sure no one found it.”

         
         Since revealing his secret mission during Ash’s rescue, Anders had done everything he could to stay in touch with them. He’d
            found a way to send letters safely, the parchment intricately folded so no one could open it unnoticed, bland messages in
            regular ink, and real messages in star-apple ink, which could only be revealed by heating the letter with a candle. It was
            the same way he sent updates to Queen Aveline, and every time Splinter saw his handwriting, pride—and relief—rushed through
            her.
         

         
         Ash lit a candle before she sat down on the floor next to Splinter, and she held out the unopened letter.

         
         Splinter unfolded the parchment square, and Ash helped her make the hidden message visible.

         
         “Spark,” she read aloud. “After a long spring campaign, the situation at the border is stabilizing. We’re holding the line
            against the Ferisian forces, and Rian and I are doing well. I’ve been given leave to visit Haven for the harvest festival.”
            Splinter’s voice cracked, and Ash squeezed her hand. “After these past few months of work reconnecting with Uncle Elias, he
            invited me back to the DuLac estate. He has friends he’d like me to meet.
         

         
         “With the festival approaching, your exams must be too. I know you must be nervous, but I don’t doubt that you’ll excel. I wish I could come cheer you on while I’m in Haven, but I hope you understand why I can’t. I’m sorry.” 

         
         Splinter had to blink hard to continue. “I want you to know I’m safe. I’m doing what I can to protect you. And I’m always,
            always proud of you.”
         

         
         Splinter stared at her brother’s fine handwriting. At his words about their uncle—and his treacherous Lark friends. Anders
            was always careful not to let anything slip about his investigations. No names. No identifying details. His orders were to
            share those only with the queen. But Splinter knew he was constantly working to get deeper into the Lark conspiracy. When
            they’d spent time with Anders after Ash’s kidnapping, he hadn’t been certain yet whether Uncle Elias was a Lark or merely
            a sympathizer. Over the past few months, he’d become increasingly convinced.
         

         
         Splinter didn’t need convincing. She didn’t like her uncle. And she didn’t like that her brother would spend time with him—but
            not with her. She wiped at her eyes. “Well, at least this time he told me that he’s visiting.”
         

         
         Then she crumpled up the letter and tossed it in the empty hearth, and she hid her head in her arms.

         
         Ash leaned in closer. She wrapped her arm around Splinter’s shoulders and pulled her close. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

         
         “I want him to come see me,” Splinter said, her voice muffled. “Not to treat me like someone he needs to be ashamed of. I
            know he can’t,” she immediately added. “His investigation is too important. But I hate it.”
         

         
         Ash hummed her agreement, and Splinter turned to face the princess. Stubbornly she said, “I want to be able to do something. I want to know who Uncle Elias’s friends are, so we can help stop them. We promised to fight the Larks together.
            I want to protect you and Lucen and all of Calinor.”
         

         
         That was why she had wanted to be a squire in the first place. Instead, Anders would be home, and Splinter wouldn’t be able
            to do anything to help him.
         

         
         And it wasn’t just Anders, either. Kes would return to the border. In a matter of months, Lucen would leave. There were dangers
            everywhere, and she wanted to be able to fight them.
         

         
         Ash pushed Splinter’s hair out of her eyes. “You’re going to be a grand hero one day. But maybe, once in a while, people are
            allowed to keep secrets to protect each other.”
         

         
         Something unreadable crossed Ash’s face, but before Splinter could identify it, Ash got to her feet to burn the crumpled message.

         
         Splinter shook her head. “No, they’re not.” During Ash’s rescue Splinter had found the people she could trust implicitly—Ash,
            Anders, even Lucen. And in return, they’d all been given secrets to keep and secrets to carry. But they were supposed to carry
            them together.
         

         
         And some days, Splinter worried that her brother wasn’t the only one holding things back.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two
Splinter

         
         When Splinter got to the practice courts before breakfast the next day, Lucen was there already. More than once she’d wondered
            if he stayed up all through the night, because no matter how early she arrived, the crown prince was earlier, running through
            sword patterns on his own. His linen tunic flowed around him. He concentrated hard. It was no wonder he was the best of the
            squires, by a long run.
         

         
         He didn’t look over when Splinter took up position and began to mirror his forms.

         
         After the first couple of sets, Splinter’s body adjusted to the movement. Her muscles loosened, and the early morning breeze was refreshing. Her practice sword became an extension of her arm. She continued until the ache in her muscles changed to a comfortable burn. 

         
         By the time she slowed down, the summer’s heat had crawled across the city once more. High above them, on the palace battlements,
            sunlight bounced off the guards’ armor.
         

         
         “You’re improving,” Lucen said. He leaned on his sword. In these hours before the other squires joined them, he was much more
            relaxed. He bent down to the small cloth bag that lay at the edge of his circle and retrieved a handful of plums. He tossed
            one her way.
         

         
         Splinter caught it with one hand and bit down into the juicy, tart flesh. Usually the harvest festival marked the beginning
            of the fruit harvest, but a long spring and a hot start of the summer meant they’d had fresh fruit dishes at evening meals
            for weeks already. She groaned. “I haven’t won a practice bout in weeks,” she managed between bites. “Not from you or from Kes. Not since I fought Tobias, and that was luck more than skill.”
         

         
         The crown prince laughed. “Uncle Lam has been teaching me since I was able to walk, and Kes is a senior squire. Has it ever
            occurred to you that Master Elnor matched you with him because you’re talented and the challenge will help you improve?”
         

         
         “Being talented doesn’t matter if I can’t beat my sparring partner.” Splinter’s nose itched. “Not with exams coming up.”
         

         
         “You don’t need to be worried about those,” Lucen argued. He grimaced.

         
         “Neither do you,” she shot back.

         
         Lucen glanced around to make sure the courtyard was empty, before taking a step closer. “Yes, I do.” His voice and his shoulders
            dropped. “The Larks think my mother is weak. I have to remind them we’re strong. I have to remind everyone.”
         

         
         Splinter saw the worry lines on Lucen’s forehead. She poked him in the chest and quietly marveled at how comfortable they’d
            grown around each other. “I will deny this if you ever repeat it, highness,” she said, “but you are strong, and I know you
            can be brave. I have no doubt you’ll be outstanding in your exams, and any knight would be lucky to have you as a squire.”
         

         
         Lucen flushed. “Thank you.” One corner of his mouth pulled up in a self-conscious half smile. “At least once the exams are
            over, we have the harvest festival to look forward to.”
         

         
         Splinter winced at the reminder. She grabbed another plum and looked up at the battlement. “And Anders will arrive. I only
            wish he could come see us.”
         

         
         “You heard from your brother?” The words tumbled out of Lucen’s mouth.

         
         Splinter told him what had been in Anders’s letter. “For Uncle Elias to invite Anders to meet his friends, he must be getting deeper in with the Larks. And all we can do is wait to hear what he discovers.”
         

         
         She pinned the crown prince with a stare. “Have you found out anything else? From your mother or Lord Lambelin?”
         

         
         They’d sat together several times—the three of them—in Ash’s room, to discuss how they could uncover more information about
            the Larks in the palace. Lucen promised to listen closely during his private sessions with the queen and the commander of
            the guard, for any information they might let slip. Like his sister, he sometimes sat in on royal council meetings, if his
            studies permitted it. He had noble tutors too, in addition to his squire lessons, but they only talked about such things as
            diplomacy, justice, and economy.
         

         
         Lucen shook his head. “I would have told you and Ash.”

         
         On the road to find Ash, they’d had a purpose. Deep down, Splinter had been convinced that if they only tried hard enough, they would be able to unmask the Larks. But back in the palace, most of their days were filled with classes, weapons lessons, and homework. Even their evening meals had turned into lessons when their tutors decided the squires needed to learn to serve at formal occasions. Lord Lambelin agreed, so Splinter and Lucen were kept busy during the private dinners of the royal family too. 

         
         It left little time to unmask a conspiracy, and if Splinter was entirely honest, she didn’t know where to start. Aside from
            the names they’d had before, and a handful of rumors, they had nothing. If she thought about it too hard, she got restless.
            “What about your Lark friends?”
         

         
         Lucen rolled his eyes. “Ilsar and the twins are no Larks,” he said. It was an argument they’d had several times before.

         
         “They’re bullies who disagree with the queen’s politics,” Splinter replied. “They act like Larks.”
         

         
         “Splinter.” Tension rippled along Lucen’s jaw. When it came to this, her friendship with Lucen was too tender to push too
            hard, so she stayed quiet. But Splinter knew she was right.
         

         
         Lucen sighed. “Not everyone who disagrees with the queen is a traitor.”

         
         “And not everyone who pretends to be friendly is a friend,” she said. She shook her head, and stole the last plum before Lucen
            could eat it.
         

         
         Lucen placed his hand on Splinter’s shoulder, briefly. Long enough to remind her that he understood her agitation. “Uncle Lam is forever telling me that the hardest thing about power is learning who to trust. But just because you can’t trust everybody doesn’t mean you can’t trust anybody. Even if it feels like that right now, for all of us.”
         

         
         He hesitated, as if trying to find the right words. “I know Ilsar and the twins hurt you. Maybe, if I can be braver, I can
            be a better friend to them. Change how they see the world. But I can’t abandon them, and I hope you understand that.”
         

         
         Splinter bit her lip. Then she nodded. “Come on. We should head to breakfast, or we’ll be late.”

         
         

         It was the strangest thing, Splinter thought as she and Lucen walked to the squires’ mess hall for breakfast. By now all the
            squires knew they practiced their forms together, but as they approached, Lucen changed. As though he took all the squires’
            expectations, all of his friends’ comments and cruelty, and wrapped them around himself like a cloak. His stride lengthened.
            He didn’t look at Splinter.
         

         
         It wasn’t malicious. He struggled to find himself between the prince he wanted to be and the prince his friends thought he
            was. But it felt a bit like loss, every time, to watch him pull away.
         

         
         The other squires—most of them—were already gathered in the mess hall. Ilsar and the twins looked up when Lucen entered and made room for him. Splinter grabbed a plate and glanced around the room to find Briar. 

         
         When she’d arrived at the palace, Ilsar had taken just long enough to show her around, and then he’d gone back to his friends.
            It seemed he’d done the same with Briar, because the newest squire was nowhere to be seen.
         

         
         Splinter filled up her plate with food—freshly baked dark bread, hard cheese with apricot jam, and honey cakes sprinkled with
            spices—and found a place at one of the long tables. She sat next to Alis, another first-year squire, who grunted a sleepy
            hello. He ran his hand through long dark curls and then rested his head on the table.
         

         
         Splinter had learned not to engage Alis in conversation during breakfast. He despised mornings, and he didn’t properly wake
            up until the second class of the day, but somehow he always handed in all his assignments on time. They’d studied together
            on several occasions, stubbornly trying to translate Ferisian texts in the palace library.
         

         
         Tym put down his mug on Alis’s other side. Despite the fact that Splinter had accidentally broken his arm that winter, he
            always treated her kindly. Splinter liked spending time with the two of them.
         

         
         “It’s a good thing you don’t have a room in the squires’ wing,” Tym said, by way of greeting. Splinter and Lucen both had their rooms in the royal wing. “Ilsar started telling horror stories about the exams. After that, the new boy had a nightmare. I don’t think anyone slept well.” He yawned. “I’m counting on you to get us through etiquette lessons.” 

         
         Splinter took a big bite of one of her honey cakes and looked more closely at Tym. He had deep circles under his eyes. She
            was about to reply when a commotion at the entrance made them all look up.
         

         
         Briar had arrived, and somehow managed to get his sleeve stuck on the latches that closed the heavy door, causing him to slam
            into its edge. He yelped, and the squires around him laughed. A few called out to him in sympathy and in jest.
         

         
         Splinter half rose.

         
         Briar’s face flared a deep red, and he kept his eyes down. Rubbing his arm, he made his way over to the table with plates
            and filled his to the brim with spiced eggs, fruits, and rolls of fennel bread.
         

         
         The only time he looked up was to search for an empty seat at one of the tables.

         
         “Over here!” Splinter called out. She pushed the seat next to her aside to make room for him, but as on the previous day, he didn’t meet her eyes. 

         
         When he passed the table where Lucen, Ilsar, and the twins were seated, Ilsar turned to him. He smirked. “If you want to be
            a squire, you need to learn to fight with swords, not with doors.”
         

         
         A heartbeat later, Corwen stuck out his foot right as Briar passed, and Briar went sprawling across the floor, his plate clattering
            on the rough stones, food going everywhere.
         

         
         “You also need to learn how to keep your balance,” Meren pointed out calmly.

         
         This time, Splinter shot to her feet, and she wasn’t the only one. Next to Ilsar, Lucen did too. He frowned at Ilsar and the
            twins. “Don’t be like that. Help him up.”
         

         
         In response, Ilsar took another bite, and remained exactly where he was.

         
         Splinter’s heart sank. While Lucen crouched down to collect Briar’s plate and the apricots that had rolled under the table,
            she rushed over to help Briar to his feet. She held out her hand to him. “Don’t mind them,” she said, loud enough for the
            whole mess to hear. “They’re cowards and bullies. Come sit with us.”
         

         
         Briar pushed her hand away and clambered to his feet, pieces of egg tangled in his hair. His eyes blazed. “I don’t need your
            help.”
         

         
         He looked at the other squires who’d come over to help pick up the fallen food and put it back on the plate. “I don’t need anyone’s help.” 

         
         Briar snatched the half-filled plate back from an astonished Lucen and pushed past Splinter, hard. His shoulder slammed into
            hers, and she staggered back.
         

         
         “Get away from me, Splinter,” Briar said coldly. “You’ve always been a freak and a misfit.”

         
         Underneath his angry words, there was an undercurrent of pain, and that was the only thing that kept Splinter from retaliating.
            She turned away. Her heart pounded. She’d been excited to see him. She’d never even considered that he might not support her.
         

         
         Corwen’s voice echoed through the room. “Seems like the new boy does know how to pick a fight. Who’s the coward now, squireling?”

         
         Splinter flushed. She stomped back to her seat, and from the corner of her eye, she could see Briar finding a spot as far
            away from everyone else as possible. He pulled his shoulders up to his ears and didn’t go back to get a new meal. He simply
            ate what the other squires had managed to salvage.
         

         
         Splinter picked up her utensils, but her appetite had left her, even as the laughter in the room died down again. Neither
            Alis nor Tym met her eye.
         

         
         Every time she thought things were getting better, something like this happened to remind her that better wasn’t good. Not yet. And for all the change she’d seen . . . so much more was necessary. It wasn’t just the Larks or the war. Cruelty
            hid in the palace in many forms, and they had to find a way to eradicate it all.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three
Ash

         
         The thick stone walls of the royal council chamber kept most of the summer’s heat out, but still Ash shifted uncomfortably
            on her high-backed wooden chair. Her braces had grown hot and sweaty. Above her, the small metal stars in the mortar between
            the ceiling’s stones sparkled.
         

         
         She’d grown used to the ebb and flow of the queen’s council meetings and the way council members—fifteen representatives of the noble families, all seated around a large oval table—spoke about matters concerning Calinor. Lord Greymare, harbormaster of Haven, was clipped and measured as he insisted on investing more in trade. Lady Astilleval, the royal treasurer, interrupted softly but sharply to remind him that waging war was expensive. The lords of Endorall represented the interests of the people of the southernmost city of Timri, as well as the many islands along the southern shore. And Lady Cordeilla, who had been a guard captain under Lord Lambelin’s command and had since become a key part of Haven’s nobility and the city’s social circuit, shared the concerns of the city’s rich and powerful. 

         
         At least, that’s what Uncle Lam told Ash.

         
         Sitting to her left, he occasionally leaned in and whispered explanations. When a discussion about taxes became particularly
            heated, he quietly explained, under the racket of raised voices, that before Queen Aveline ascended the throne, nobility didn’t
            have to pay taxes at all—and some of the older noble houses, like Roaness and Baralen, were still angry that she had changed
            that.
         

         
         On Lord Lambelin’s other side, Queen Aveline, Ash’s mother, ruled the council and the kingdom with fair determination. After
            each session Ash attended—usually once or twice a week, in between lessons with her private tutors and other social engagements—the
            queen sat down with Ash and asked what she had noticed. She wanted Ash’s opinions, whether on matters of trade or war—or building
            a new fountain in one of Haven’s many squares.
         

         
         Ash never had the stomach to tell her mother that she wondered if the council discussions actually made a difference. The councillors might agree on a fountain, but they argued about the cost of supplies for the border encampment. They grumbled about taxes for the nobility and about the queen’s plan to pay for materials so more temples could create star amulets for the people who needed them. The
            council wasn’t doing anything to make Calinor better.
         

         
         But Ash knew her mother tried. And Ash didn’t want to get into an argument. So she used all the diplomacy skills that Aunt
            Jonet had taught her to appear to be the perfect princess.
         

         
         But sometimes she failed.

         
         During today’s council meeting, Queen Aveline produced a long letter from General Gideon, commander of Calinor’s armies at
            the northern border. In it, he shared the details of the war. The battles in the mountains. The number of casualties. His
            concern that they were stuck in a stalemate, with the Calinoran forces not strong enough to push back the enemy or regain
            the stolen lands, and the empire not strong enough to break through Calinoran defenses completely. So the war simmered and
            continued, and knights and soldiers died.
         

         
         Ash quietly compared the general’s words to Anders’s note. Anders had sounded relieved to hold the line. General Gideon wanted to prevent him—and the others—from having to. Ash agreed with the general. 

         
         And it turned out, so did Queen Aveline. “After the empire invaded, I vowed to defend Calinor to the best of my abilities.
            To do so, I’ve decided to reach out to Empress Ysabelon,” she said. She held up her hand to silence the outbursts that immediately
            followed. “This war has gone on for too many years and cost too many lives. If it saves our people, it’s my duty to try to
            negotiate a truce. Even if it means accepting our current borders.”
         

         
         Ash sat up straight, but her sudden thrum of excitement got drowned out by the fury and indignation around her.

         
         “We can’t give up. Too many soldiers have died defending Calinor. We can’t let that be in vain,” Lord Pretan of Roaness called
            out.
         

         
         Lady Nesh of Derwall, one of the fiefs near the Crescent Mountains, snapped, “Bending the knee to the empire is cowardly,
            your majesty.”
         

         
         Then, for the first time since she’d started attending these sessions, Ash heard Uncle Lam speak up against the queen. “If we give in to them now, what’s to stop the Ferisians from forcing us into another compromise in the future? It wouldn’t be the first time they stole pieces of our land. I don’t trust them, my lady. And neither should you.” He kept his words calmer than those of the council members around him, but Ash saw
            the flash of pain in her mother’s eyes.
         

         
         Queen Aveline tried to call for order, but Lord Lambelin’s words had only added fuel to the fire, each council member shouting
            their perspective louder than the next.
         

         
         “We have to trust our ability to fight them,” Lord Brenet, the master of squires, said.
         

         
         “What about the fiefs beyond the mountains? We’d abandon them?” Lady Astilleval demanded.

         
         Ash remembered that the lands beyond the Crescent Mountains had been the first the empire had invaded, four years before.
            The people had fled to Haven, but the lands had been lost to Calinor ever since.
         

         
         Lord Greymare countered that the mountains were an easier defensive position.

         
         Finally Lady Cordeilla spoke, her voice soft and measured. “Calinor is ours,” she said simply. “Perhaps this is something
            the guard and the army understand that many nobles don’t: this kingdom is worth fighting for. Worth dying for. Our duty is to protect it, not squander it, even if it’s the harder choice. Even if it costs people’s lives. Every single
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