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  Prologue


Screams echoed off the royal bedchamber’s walls, undampened by the tapestries hung around the room. Tindra, the Queen of Croy, panted, trying to catch her breath from her latest outburst. Sweat flowed across her tawny skin, soaking the rug beneath her. Her left hand gripped King Fitzeirick’s tight enough to grind his knuckles together. The stump where her right hand had been pressed hard into his thigh. 
“I can’t,” she gasped, collapsing against her husband’s chest, “keep this up.” Her firesything talent did nothing to help her. Given how little her straining now affected the candles around the room, her exhaustion was obvious.
With the labor dragging on more than a day, Fitzeirick wished his wife were a stonesyth so she could draw stamina from the floor like he could. Or if I could transfer some of my energy to her. “You’re doing fine,” he said. “Just remember to breathe.”
Bera, Tindra’s handmaid, offered her a cup of water. “Drink, m’lady. All is well.”
Tindra gulped down a mouthful as Bera wiped the queen’s brow.
“I can see the top of the baby’s head,” Abi, the royal herbalist, said, looking up from her position between the queen’s knees. “Another push should do. Bera, stand ready.”
The handmaid gave the cup to Fitzeirick, moved to Abi’s side, and grabbed a soft, knit, drying cloth. 
Tindra drew a deep breath as weary muscles clenched. The grunt forcing its way through her clenched teeth rose to another scream as her body pushed. “Congratulations, my Queen, you have a daught— Oh. Oh, my.”
“What?” Fitzeirick shouted. “What’s wrong?”
“There’s another hand,” Abi said.
“My daughter has three hands?” Tindra asked, leaning forward to see.
“No, you have another babe!” Abi said. “Bera, cut the cord and clean her. My Queen, your work is not done.”
Twins! The thought brought goosebumps to Fitzeirick’s arms.
The guttural sound coming from his wife broke the king from his shock. Everything seemed to happen faster this time. Soon, he cradled his son, and Tindra held their daughter. The babies’ cries brought smiles and tears all around.
“Congratulations, your majesties. They both look healthy,” Abi said. “My Queen, they should eat soon. I’ll help you get settled while the king spreads the good news.”
Tindra nodded and leaned forward. Fitzeirick hesitated before handing his son to Bera. Once he was certain she wouldn’t drop him, he lifted his wife off the floor. Abi took their daughter and cradled her while Fitzeirick carried his wife to their bed.
After one more long look at their newborn twins nursing, Fitzeirick left to make the proclamation.

      [image: image-placeholder]At dawn, after the first full moon of the twins fifth year, a procession led them to their roan—the test to determine what their sything talents were. Captain Agrim and Sergeants Sibbi and Svan, dressed in gleaming, tan, leather armor, led the way out of the capital’s southern gate. 
Princess Meyla, wearing a simple, unbleached, linen dress, followed the men who were both guardians and playmates. Loosely braided, chestnut hair brushed the tops of her shoulders with each step, and her bright, brown eyes looked everywhere, gazing at the people lining the streets to watch them pass.
Prince Regin trailed behind his sister, wearing a short-sleeved shirt and loose pants made from the same cloth as Meyla’s dress. His hair and eyes were lighter than hers, closer in color to his mother’s. The young boy kept his eyes forward, doing his best to imitate the guards ahead of him.
Behind their children, King Fitzeirick and Queen Tindra walked hand in hand, beaming with pride. Tindra predicted her daughter would be a strong firesyth and her son would be a stonesyth like his father. Fitzeirick had noticed different tendencies in his children, but Tindra insisted he was mistaken.
Roi and Grima, the royal advisor and his wife, followed their rulers. Einns, Grima’s son, stayed in the castle, manning the kitchen—his favorite place—to prepare a special breakfast for the royal twins. Roi had escorted Fitzeirick to his own roan where it was determined he was a stonesyth.
When Fitzeirick was his children’s age, he lived in the far eastern lands of Croy with his mother, Sar’sa. She was a war trophy for Eirick, his father, from when he took those lands from Varia. Though Jarl Eirick cared about his bastard son, his duties as leader of Croy kept him in the capital that day. Fitzeirick was thrilled to be with his children today and wondered if his father ever regretted not being there for him nearly thirty years ago.
Three more guards, their armor matching those leading, brought up the rear. Onlookers bowed and shouted their greetings and support as the royal family passed.
Tradition and an abundance of caution dictated the trial be held well away from any structures, lest an exceptionally strong but untrained child damage something important. In a clearing off the road but in sight of the wall surrounding Croy’s capital, three people waited in a loose circle. Bera rested her foot on a stone ball; Botulf, the capital’s master blacksmith, stood near a small fire; Abi sat near a wooden block a few steps away.
The procession stopped at the edge of the road. Before the twins scampered ahead, Fitzeirick put his hands on their shoulders and kneeled as they turned to look at their father. Tindra stood next to him, resting her hand on his arm.
“Remember,” Fitzeirick said, looking from daughter to son, “go to each element and try to feel what’s in front of you. There’s no hurry, so don’t rush.”
“Focus, breathe, and take your time,” Tindra said.
The children nodded, turned, and scampered toward the challenges. Dew from the ankle-high grass wet the bottom of their clothes as they made their way to the clearing.
Fitzeirick stood.
Tindra took his hand.
Everyone else spread out to watch as the test began.
Regin, being about half a hand taller than his sister, reached the stone before her. As he stooped to put his hand on the orb, Meyla rested her hands on her hips and tapped her foot.
Tindra squeezed her husband’s hand as the stone opened for their son. Regin took a piece of honeybread out of the ball, turned to his parents, and smiled before biting into the treat. Fitzeirick noticed it took more effort than he expected for his son to work the stone open.
Meyla brushed her fingers on the rock and nothing happened. As her brother tried to open the wooden box, she pressed hard against the ball, but it didn’t open. She hit it with her fist as Regin abandoned the wooden box, unable to open it.
The fire bent to the boy’s will before his sister reached toward the wooden box. Tindra gasped as he pulled a strip of meat out of the flames.
Her shock turned unpleasant when the wood moved as soon as Meyla’s fingers contacted it. “My daughter cannot be a woodsyth!”
I tried to warn her, Fitzeirick thought, putting his arm across his wife’s shoulders.






  
  Chapter 1


Regin,” I said, “watch where you’re going.” 
Ink sloshed, threatening to spill each time the wagon jostled.
“Yes, Princess,” he said, before sticking his tongue out at me.
I snorted at my brother, dipped my quill again, and returned to my journal. Fortunately, we’d had good weather for the trip—a few clouds hung in the sky, but none threatened rain, so I didn’t have to keep my book in my travel sack.
I’m nearing the end of the exhausting ride home from Varia. Still, it was nice to spend time with my grandparents at Daufi and the eastern keep is surrounded by so many interesting plants and deep forest. But best of all was speeding across Lake Lusebel in the boat Kurt’s men built for my fifteenth birthday. Cousin Jonus and my brother would rather spend their days playing soldier or looking for other adventures, usually in the form of pursuing one of the many girls who caught Jonus’s eye. 
Going by the stories I’d heard, that was a habit passed down from his father. From my understanding, Uncle Crum was quite the ladies' man before he met Aunt Jesca.
That’s not to say Jonus isn’t attractive. He got his father’s messy hair but it’s the sandy color of his mother’s. And his blue-green eyes are so bright, sometimes I think they glow. But he’s practically family so his silver tongue doesn’t work on me.
And don’t get me wrong, I enjoy the thrill of a good hunt as much as anyone; stalking prey through the trees and brush, using my talent to find where the animal has disturbed the plants. It certainly gets the blood pounding in my ears but it doesn’t compare to the feeling of being out on the water. The wind in my hair, surrounded by a peaceful expanse.
Considering I could catch a meal with a hook and line, if Uncle Crum and Aunt Jesca hadn’t insisted I spent time with them, I’d have only come ashore to cook. Not that learning new woodsything skills from Aunt Jesca wasn’t fun. To be honest, I like her more than Mother.
“I see the southern gate, sis,” my brother said, pointing.
I waved to Fargrim, the closest rider to me. He nodded, put his heels to his horse’s flank, and rode ahead to announce our arrival. 
Instead of watching them, I looked back at the cart carrying my boat. It was light enough for one horse to pull, but two traveled faster, and Uncle Crum insisted on making sure we got home quickly.
It wouldn’t have bothered me to take our time traveling back through my father’s homeland. On the trip to the eastern pass into Varia, we spent a good portion of a day visiting the memorial to those who died when Satra invaded. Father raised the stone himself, putting the names Sar’sa, our grandmother, and Aesa, his first love, on the first stele. Since then, nine more blocks had been pulled to the surface. Each was marked with the names of Croians taken by the once barbaric nation on Croy’s southern border. It made the history my brother and I had learned about our nation feel real. I couldn’t help but shed tears.
The people who settled these lands after the war ended—a mix of Croian, Varian, and Satran—are hard-working and welcoming. Most who moved here worked for years repairing the damage done by Satra’s invasion.
After establishing himself as Croy’s king, my father made Satra pay for their crimes. He led the army that conquered the nation and kept it under Croian rule longer than my brother and I had been alive.
Angering Father is not a good strategy.
Capping the jar of ink, I wiped my quill on the cloth in the back of my leather-bound journal and put everything into the pack resting between my feet. Thundering hoofbeats announced approaching riders. Bolverk led the group of mounted warriors.
“Well met!” my brother and I called out together.
The men saluted when they got close. “Princess Meyla. Prince Regin. Well met and welcome home. Your parents are eager to see you.”
I bet Mother couldn’t care less if I came back. Pasting a smile on my face, I returned their salutes. “Lead the way.”






  
  Chapter 2


After days of traveling on soft roads, the sharp clap of hooves on stone stabbed my ears as the horses pulling our wagon stepped onto the street inside the southern gate. Thundering hoof strikes were soon drowned out by well-wishers welcoming us home. 
Bolverk led us on a meandering path through the city, avoiding crowded squares and spaces too small for our wagons to pass through. It wasn’t until we approached our castle that I could ignore the noise and take in the once-familiar sights and smells of home.
Father and Mother waited outside the entrance to our courtyard. They wore matching dark green outfits, nearly blending into the ivy-covered, stone wall around our home.
Like most woodsyths, I didn’t care to be surrounded by stone, but this wall was a comforting sight. I supposed a stonesyth might say it grounded me. Or maybe it was the courtyard of flowers, grassy clearings, and tall trees it surrounded. 
Having not seen Father in a month, I couldn’t help but stare at the upside-down T-shaped scar on his cheek. His older half brother had marked him a traitor years ago. I don’t always get along with Regin, but I would never hurt him like that.
Our parents saluted the escort as they approached, then Father waved them on, releasing the guardsmen to return to their posts.
I grabbed my bag and readied to jump once Regin stopped the wagon. As firstborn, it was my right to greet our parents before my brother, but he didn’t like to follow the rules when it came to things like that. Plus, at half a head taller than me, he could run faster. As it was, we reached our parents at the same time. 
I hugged my father tight, snuggling my face to his chest and smiling when he lifted me off my feet. It was our special greeting. A tradition we’d shared for as long as I could remember.
“Oh, my boy. You’ve grown since you left,” Mother said, embracing my brother. He was tall enough to look over the top of her head now.
When Regin and I switched places, I found I was able to look Mother in the eye without craning my neck. “As have you, Meyla,” she said, hugging me. “I take it the trip went well.”
“Yes,” I said, stepping back. I reached into my bag, grabbed a folded parchment, then made signs with my free hand. “Grandfather Mikael and Grandmother Margit asked me to bring this to you,” I said, without speaking.
Mother half-grinned before taking the message from me. “Slow down. I’m well out of practice in reading Mother’s hand signs.”
“And I don’t get it at all,” Regin said.
“Me either,” Father added.
I took another parchment from my bag. “And this is from King Crum to you, Father.”
He nodded, took it, and pointed at my boat. “Who is this for?”
“It’s Meyla’s new, favorite toy,” Regin said. “I think she would have lived on it if Uncle Crum would’ve let her.”
I punched his shoulder. “It was a birthday gift from Kurt. He calls it a coln.”
“I told you two to stay away from Kurt and his people,” Mother scolded.
“Per made me a pair of hand axes,” Regin said, smiling as he reached into the wagon to get his new weapons.
“Fine looking blades,” Father said, examining them before turning to me. “Did Per give you anything, Meyla?”
Regin reached back into the wagon, grabbed my new sword, and tossed it to me.
I caught it by the scabbard and drew the weapon. “A blade like Mother’s.”
“Careful,” Mother said. “Don’t cut yourself.”
“I know what I’m doing, Mother,” I said. “As a matter of fact, Per says I might be better than you.”
Mother scoffed. “He’s wrong. You don’t move with a firesyth’s grace. Plus, you’ve used a bow all your life.”
“A willow bends with the wind,” I said, carefully putting the blade away, “much like flame dances.”
“Tindra, stop. She just got back home,” Father said. “You two get your things put away and bathe before dinner is ready.”
Mother glared at him. “The boat isn’t staying here.”
“I’ll ride with it to the southern shore tomorrow and make sure it’s stored correctly,” I said.
“You shouldn’t even have it,” Mother said.
It was Father’s turn to glare at her. He mouthed ‘stop’ before turning to me. “Why did Kurt give it to you?”
“His builders used it to test some ideas for a new kind of boat. This one’s a smaller version of what’s to come, and he wanted to show it to you.” I stood tall and squared my shoulders as I talked. “It’s amazing, Father. One person can control it. Even as small as this is, it can carry five men plus their supplies. The real one will carry twenty times that with room to spare. It’s faster and turns tighter and—”
“And now she won’t stop talking about it until moonrise,” my brother cut me off.
Father pointed at him. “Nothing wrong with her being excited about something she enjoys.”
“Yes, Father,” Regin said, dipping his chin.
“But I can’t spare guards to escort you to the coast tomorrow,” the king continued, before scratching his chin.
“I don’t need them,” I said. “I can take care of it by myself.”
“I know how you are with the water,” Mother said. “If you go alone, you’ll never come back.”
I turned to say something to her, but Father cleared his throat and gave me a warning look. “I’ll send some servants to move your boat into the courtyard before they put the wagon away and take the horses to the stable. I’ll have Agrim find some traders taking goods to the coast in the morning and make sure they treat your boat with the best of care.”
I wanted to argue but knew better, so I bowed to hide my frustration. “As you say, Father.”






  
  Chapter 3


Mother doted over Regin as we entered our castle. Before I stepped inside, I looked back at my boat one more time, wondering if I would see it again. 
My brother continued talking about our month away from home, and Mother hung on every word.
Father walked next to me and put his hand on my shoulder. “It’s good to have you home, my girl. It sounds like you had a good time.”
“It was nice,” I said, “but not as nice as Regin makes it sound.”
Father chuckled. “Maybe he spent too much time around Crum.”
“Jonus is just as bad,” I said, smiling.
“I’m not surprised. Don’t worry about your boat. I’ll make sure you get a chance to use it soon. I know it’s important to you.”
I nodded, patted his hand, and thanked him before turning for my room.
Years ago, I had accepted a truth: Regin was Mother’s favorite because he was a firesyth while I was only a woodsyth. Father had always tried to cover for her favoritism, but it was too obvious to hide when it was happening to me. It’s not like she neglected me or hurt me…physically. But nothing I did was good enough for her over-critical eye. At the same time, my brother could do no wrong. “If Kurt would have given him the boat, it would be the greatest gift anyone ever received,” I said, to my empty room, after closing the door.
Dim daylight streamed in through the windows, reminding me it would be dark before I finished bathing. I lit a candle and went about my tasks.
Looking around, I realized I didn’t have anywhere to put my new sword, so I leaned it against my bow rack. I’ll have to ask Father for a shelf or something. Before taking the time to unpack, I went around the room checking on my plants. Someone, probably Grima, had kept them watered while I was gone.
Despite our differences, one of the best things my mother did was have heated bathing pools in our rooms. They worked much like the ones in Daufi, except the fireplace was directly under the tub instead of under our beds. The rooms there were underground, so the stone tended to be colder, and warming the bed was necessary.
Once the fire was burning, I unpacked my travel bag. My clothes went into the armoire, and I took out a dress to wear to dinner, then folded the bag and placed it in the bottom of the cabinet. My last and most important task was storing my ink and quill in the oak box under my bed, making sure to syth the compartment for my journal shut so no one could take it without me knowing. 
Confident the tub had time to warm, I undressed, putting my dirty clothes in a basket and setting my boots next to my bed, then opened the tap in the wall to fill the pool. While waiting for the water to rise, I unbraided my hair. Now free, it hung past my waist. If I didn’t cut it soon, I’d have to keep it up all the time or risk sitting on it.
Mother gladly cut Regin’s hair and Father’s, but, other than trimming the front to keep it out of my eyes, she’d always insisted on letting mine grow. I never asked why. Maybe I should. Or maybe I’ll find someone else to cut it and see what she says. “I’m sure she wouldn’t like it,” I said, to the still-empty room.
I could tell the pool was full by how the water sounded when it splashed. Closing the tap, I dipped my foot into the water. Still a touch cool, but it will warm while I soak.
Goosebumps rose on my skin as I floated. Closing my eyes, I imagined I was back on the lake, the wind caressing my face and filling the boat’s small sail. I shivered and embraced the feeling of freedom, wondering if this was how birds felt when they took flight.
My stomach growled, ripping me out of my thoughts and bringing me back to the flickering candlelight and warming air in my bathing room. Not knowing when dinner would be served but knowing I would catch some kind of criticism from my mother if I arrived late, I quickly washed myself, combed a few tangles from my wet hair, and put on the tan, linen dress I’d chosen earlier. Having spent more time in the sun recently, I noticed my skin was a shade darker than the fabric. Reaching for my boots, I hesitated before grabbing my slippers. If I am late, maybe I can sneak in quietly enough that Mother won’t notice.






  
  Chapter 4


I hurried through the familiar stone hallways of my home, doing my best to keep my footsteps light and quick. Father could use stonesyth tricks to soften his steps and track people through the floor. I didn’t understand how, but I suspected he could track anyone from the moment they entered our castle to when they left. My grandfather was blind, but he always knew where everyone was around him. I always thought Father learned that skill from him, but both denied it. 
My mother and brother were seated at the table when I entered our private dining room. Focused on doing something with candles, lanterns, and flames, they didn’t notice when I took my seat. Father’s chair was empty. At least I’m not the last one here.
Flames burst to life and others went out in a seemingly random pattern. Regin huffed with nearly every change. I quickly gave up trying to figure out the purpose, or rules, of their contest. When all the flames were out, leaving the chandelier hanging from the ceiling as the only light source, Mother whooped in victory.
“I almost had you,” Regin said, slapping his hands on the table.
“I haven’t taught you all my tricks,” Mother said, smiling.
“What were you doing?” I asked.
They flinched and turned to look at me.
“You wouldn’t understand,” Regin said.
“Your sister may not be a firesyth, but she isn’t slow-witted,” Mother said. “Clear the table before our meal is served, and I’ll try to explain it to her.”
“Why should I clear the table?” he asked, a whiny edge to his voice.
“Because you lost,” Mother said. “Consider it motivation to get better.”
“Fine,” he said, sulking. “Next time, you’ll burn out and have to clear the table.”
“We’ll see,” Mother said, smiling as she crossed her arms. As usual, she made sure her right arm sat under her left, hiding the stump where she’d lost her right hand. It was cut off fighting beside my father when he overthrew his half brother and declared himself King of Croy. Father insists she saved his life when Stina, Aunt Jesca’s sister, tried to kill him.
“Light and Dark is similar to Tafl, but you don’t need a board, and the rules are less rigid,” Mother started explaining.
As she continued, I forced myself to hide my confusion behind a thin smile and frequent nods. I could play Tafl well enough, but this game… Regin was right. I didn’t understand. Fortunately, Father came in with a couple of servers, interrupting the now-pointless, single-sided conversation.
Regin shut the door to a waist-high, wooden cabinet on the far end of the room and raced to his seat on my left. I hooked my foot behind one of the chair’s legs so it wouldn’t slide out easily. His light grip slipped, throwing him off balance enough to fall over backward, nearly tripping Anja, one of the Varian servant girls in our employ. She was a couple of years older than us, but my brother had started paying more attention to her lately.
From what I could tell, she wasn’t interested.
Father sat, looked sideways at me, and smirked.
“Careful, Regin,” Mother said.
“It wasn’t my fault,” he said, scrambling to his feet and blushing when he noticed Anja. “Meyla tripped me.”
I frowned. “How could I? I was sitting here the entire time. If you hadn’t been in such a hurry to sit before Father got to the table—”
“Then you did something with the floor,” he argued.
“It’s stone,” I snapped. “You’re the one with some stonesything talent. Plus, Father would have known if anyone sythed the floor.”
“Then you did something to the chair,” he said.
“I did not syth your chair.”
“Quit arguing,” Father admonished. “Both of you. Son, sit so we can eat. Your mother and I want to hear more about your travels.”
“Yes, Father,” Regin said, before yanking the chair back and nearly tripping himself again.
“Meyla, stop messing with your brother,” Mother said. “You’re the princess. Act like it.”
“Tell him to act more like a prince,” I said, crossing my arms, “and less like a fool.”
Anja snickered behind me.
“I said stop it.” Father’s tone made it obvious he was no longer amused. “Our first meal together after a moon apart should be a happy one. Einns worked hard to make this meal special, and I for one look forward to enjoying it.”
“Yes, Father,” we said, together.
I let Regin tell his version of the trip, figuring Mother would just find a reason to criticize anything I said. Of course, everything he talked about was exaggerated and focused on the things he enjoyed. Mother ate up every tale.
I did everything I could to ignore him and focus on dinner. After nothing but Varian food for so long, I had looked forward to something less spicy, but Einns learned most of his cooking skills living in my mother’s homeland.
“Meyla, are you feeling ill?” Father asked.
“Just tired,” I said. Of listening to my brother talk.
“Eat,” Mother said. “If you’d like, I’ll teach you how to use your new sword starting tomorrow after first light. You’ll need your strength.”
“I’ll let you know when I’m ready to try,” I said. You’re just going to tell me how bad I am anyway. I could easily best two Varian recruits at once after a few lessons from Per.
“Well, don’t try to teach yourself,” Mother said. “It wouldn’t do for the Princess of Croy to be seen all sliced up.”
“I’ll be fine,” I said, before biting into a piece of bread.
“It’s just —”
“She said she’ll be fine, Tindra,” Father said, touching Mother’s arm. “If she’s tired, she should go rest.”
“I’d like that,” I said, nodding to Father. “I’m sure I’ll feel better in the morning.”
“If not, we’ll send for Abi,” Mother said.
“Sleep well, my girl,” Father said. “I’d like to spend some time with you tomorrow.”
I nodded again and left the table, hungry but already feeling happier.
“Mother,” Regin said, as I got near the door, “Per didn’t let her take the blade without making sure she would be safe with it. She’s actually pretty good.”
I stepped out of the room and hurried down the hall before I could hear anything Mother said.
Taking a different path to my room, I stopped by the kitchen for a small loaf of bread and a jug of water.
Moonlight lit my room enough for me to set my meager meal on my writing table and light a candle before dropping the tapestries to cover the windows. I retrieved my journal and put my feelings on the pages.
Father is trying his best, I know it, but I’m certain Mother hates me. I was so much happier away from here. It’s not just being surrounded by stone. I have my plants in my room and I can wander through the courtyard and our gardens as much as I want. It’s her…being away from her. Should I take her up on her offer and show her how good I am with my sword? What would she say if I bested her? What could she say? She’d never admit that I’m better than her at anything.
I wonder how she reacted to Regin telling her I was good. She probably doesn’t believe him. It was nice to hear him say it though. Now, I almost feel bad for making him fall.
I sighed, put everything away, and finished my bland dinner before blowing out the candle and crawling into bed.






  
  Chapter 5


Something touched my forehead, and then Father asked, “Meyla, are you well?” 
“I’m fine,” I said, blinking my eyes against the candle he held near my face. “Why?”
“You slept through breakfast. I wanted to check on you before we sent for Abi.”
“I needed the rest,” I said. “I feel fine.”
He kissed my forehead. “If you say so. I’ll wait in the hall. Get dressed, and we’ll walk to the kitchen together. I’m sure we can find you something to eat.”
I smiled and nodded. Once the door closed, I got out of bed and ran my fingers through my hair. Tangles and knots. A growling groan left my clenched teeth, and I berated myself for not braiding my hair before going to sleep. It took longer to comb through the mess than it did to braid it and change clothes. As it was, it seemed like there was more hair in the comb than there was on my head. Maybe that’s a sign I should cut it.
As he said, Father was waiting when I opened the door.
“That took a while,” he said, cocking his head. “Are you sure you’re well?”
I nodded and explained about the tangles. He nodded with a smile and ran his hand across his neatly trimmed hair. “Did I ever tell you about when I cut Jesca’s hair?”
By the end of the short walk to the kitchen, my sides hurt, and I had tears in my eyes from laughing at my father’s tale, but his expression showed no joy. “What aren’t you telling me?” I asked.
“What do you mean?” he asked, grabbing sweet rolls from a tray near the door. I noticed he took enough for both of us.
One of the cooks looked over, opened his mouth to say something, then nodded and went back to what he’d been working on.
I sniffed a nearby jug of goat milk and picked it up. “I’ve been laughing, but you’re obviously not happy after that story. Why?”
He chewed his bottom lip for a moment, then offered me a roll. “Let’s go outside and find someplace quiet to talk.”
“I know the perfect spot,” I said, turning on my heel.
“I figured you would.”
Harsh sunlight stabbed my eyes when I stepped out of the side door leading to the closest garden. With my hands full, all I could do was squint against the glare and walk carefully to avoid tripping on anything.
“Where are we going?” Father asked from behind me.
“The fruit trees on the other side of the garden. I go there to think sometimes. It’s nice to listen to the birds sing while the bees buzz from flower to flower.”
“I know what you mean,” Father said. “I haven’t done that in a long time.”






  
  Chapter 6


Once we were well hidden in the trees, Father pulled seats from the ground with a small table to hold our meal. 
He took a drink of milk and sighed. “You asked about my sadness. It comes from a troubled time in my life. I’d lost everything and wasn’t sure what, if anything, I’d ever get back. Jesca was in even worse shape; she didn’t know who she was. All I knew was she was a Varian girl who needed help.”
“I didn’t mean to upset you,” I said. “I just didn’t understand.”
“You didn’t know,” he said, patting my knee. “You can’t understand something you don’t know. And this is something I don’t talk about much. Don’t like to think about it, to be honest.”
“She always smiles when she talks about you,” I said, hoping to cheer him up.
“She’s a special person,” he said, nodding and wiping his eyes.
“Why didn’t you marry Aunt Jesca?”
He stared at me, expression blank, then chuckled. “I love her. Always will...but not like that. With everything that had happened to me and her, everything that lay ahead.” He rubbed the back of his neck for a moment. “We wouldn’t have made a good match.”
“But she loves me,” I said.
“Your mother loves you, too.”
“No, she doesn’t,” I argued. “She hates me.”
Father dropped his roll. “Oh saeta, no. My darling girl, why would you say that? Your mother doesn’t hate you.”
“She does.” The grass near me twitched as I fought to hide my hurt. “You even have to tell her to stop being mean to me sometimes.”
He nodded. “She can be overly critical, but that’s because she expects your best effort.”
“No matter what, she treats me like a disappointment. I can’t do anything good enough for her. Even when I do my best. She demands perfection.”
Father took my hand. “Your mother is a deeply loving person, but she has high expectations of her children. She sees you and your brother as reflections of herself and holds you to the same standard she holds herself to.”
“But Regin can do no wrong in her eyes,” I said, pulling my hand from his.
“They’re both firesyths —”
“Exactly!” I shouted, jumping to my feet. “Mother hates me because I’m a woodsyth, and she’s a firesyth.” Fruit dropped from a nearby tree as my anger boiled.
“You have a firesyth’s temper,” he said, closing his eyes. “Sit, breathe, and listen.”
“But—”
“Do as I said, or I will make you sit. Neither of us want that.”
The ground quivered under my boots, but my shoulders slumped, and I flopped back onto the dirt seat. “Yes, Father.”
“I love you more than anything, and I will never lie to you. You know this, yes?”
I nodded but didn’t look at him. “Yes.”
“It’s understood, even expected, for there to be some amount of resentment between firesyths and woodsyths but Tindra does not hate you because of the differences in your talents. Your mother doesn’t hate you at all. Quite the opposite.”
Pausing, he chuckled.
“You’re a smart girl, and you pay attention to everything going on around you, but you have blinders when it comes to the relationship between your mother and Regin. Yes, they have a tight bond built around their shared talent, but your mother regularly corrects his behavior.”
“You said you wouldn’t lie,” I muttered. “He gets away with everything.”
“Just because you don’t see it doesn’t mean it doesn’t happen. You have her temper but not her talent. Had you been a firesyth, you could have lit the grass or that tree on fire when you lashed out just now. Your brother could certainly do both without much effort. Plus, you are older. Your mother is harder on you because you are next in line for the crown, and she’s afraid you may never be ready.”
I wiped my eyes again and looked at my father. He was smiling and held his hand out toward me. “Why would she be scared?” I asked, taking his hand. “She’s taught me well. She knows I can take care of myself. I just… I don’t understand what you mean.”
“She’ll never tell you this, so don’t mention it around her, or we’ll both be in trouble.”
I nodded.
“When she was about your age, more than anything, she longed to be free of her parents.”
“Really?” I scrunched up my face.
Father nodded. “She distanced herself from her family and ran with some dishonorable people. She was naturally gifted with grace and could take care of herself because she was quick witted, but she learned many hard lessons about life in the darker part of the Varian capital.”
I furrowed my brow trying to understand. “I thought she worked for former King Ander.”
He nodded. “When I met her, she did…as well as working for anyone else who would pay for her skills.”
“But I’m not going to do that,” I said.
“I know, but your mother sees a lot of herself in you, and it scares her, so she demands more from you. I’m not saying it’s right—”
“It’s not,” I said.
He frowned. “Let me finish. I’m not saying it’s wrong either. You’re growing up and need to get ready for more responsibility. I wasn’t much older than you when my father put me in charge of an entire skati.”
I shivered, and he smiled.
“Don’t worry—I won’t do that to you. But the day is not far off when you will be involved in what it takes to rule this nation…and it’s not an easy task. The simple crown I wear in public isn’t heavy, but the responsibility it represents carries a lot of weight. That is another reason your mother is hard on you. No matter what she says or how she says it, never doubt her love for you.”
“If you say so,” I muttered.
He squeezed my hand. “I don’t lie, especially not to you.”
“Then how do I get her to show me she loves me?” I asked, frowning.
Father cocked his head for a moment, then nodded. “Face her on her terms. When she challenges you, overcome what she put before you. When she criticizes you, show her you are better. But when she praises you, accept it with grace and humility. I know how good you are. She wants you to be better than she was. Show her what you’re made of, what you are capable of.”
My frown turned into a thin grin. “I’ll do my best if you think it will make a difference.”
“I know it will,” he said, smiling. “And I’ll ask her to back down some, to let you be a young girl a little longer. Nothing wrong with some carefree fun every now and then.”
I giggled. “Thank you, Father. Now, can I see my boat before it leaves?”
He shook his head. “It’s already on its way south.”
“Oh.” My shoulders slumped again.
He squeezed my hand again. “Don’t worry. The tradesmen were paid more than enough to make sure it’s taken care of.”
“Thank you.”
He stood and pulled me into a hug. “I promise you can go to the shore soon. Maybe we’ll ride down together, the four of us, and you can show me why it’s special.”
I squeezed him as tight as I could. “I’d like that. Kurt was eager for you to see what was coming.”
He pushed me to arm’s length. “Your mother was right; you shouldn’t be around him too much.”
I nodded. “But you are in contact with his people, which means I should be too if I’m going to rule someday.”
“I deal with them to keep as much control over their activities in Croy as I can. My hope is they are gone before it’s time for you to wear the crown.”
“He doesn’t seem so bad.” I said.
“Which is what makes him dangerous. Now, I’m going to take this empty jug back to the kitchen. Why don’t you find your mother and put some of what we talked about into practice?”
“Do I have to?”
He patted me on the head. “No, but it will be better if you find her than if she decides to start looking for you. Like I said, work on showing her you are responsible.”
“Fine. Any idea where she might be?”
“She was going with Regin to see Thorgault. Your brother wants a vest that will hang his new axes across his chest.”
I frowned. “Sounds like a strange way to carry them. Why not hang them from his belt?”
Father chuckled and nodded. “I agree, but sometimes, the boy has to learn things the hard way. Maybe you could talk to the tanner about a belt for your sword.”
“I will. Oh, that reminds me—I don’t have anywhere to put it.”
“Once I’m done in the kitchen, I’ll syth a place for you to store your sword.”
I kissed his cheek. “Thank you, Father. Somewhere near my bow stand, please.”
He kissed the top of my head. “Of course. Remember what we talked about. Show your mother you’re better than she expects.”
Sure. No problem. “I’ll do my best.”






  
  Chapter 7


I ran to my room, grabbed my coin purse, and hurried out of the castle. My heart twinged when I looked at the empty space where my boat had been yesterday evening. The pang of loss did little to dampen my excitement at spending time wandering through the market square. 
Instead of heading straight to Thorgault’s leather shop, I took the long way around the marketplace. The crowd and sights and sounds and smells…I felt nearly as free as when I was on the water.
I picked up a wooden hairpin, wondering if using it would be quicker than constantly braiding mine. It was beautiful, made of polished maple, the dark wood from Satra instead of the lighter variety common to Croy. A twisted, fine, gold, wire inlay flowed with the curves of the woodgrain. As I reached for my purse, I heard a voice behind me.
“Oh look, it’s the princess. Did the king let you out of the castle alone, or did the queen kick you out?”
I knew who it was without looking. Runa. Great. I’d wager she’s not alone.
Thyre, Runa’s mother, used to work for my parents. Mother caught her stealing a few seasons ago and banished her from the castle. Father had mercy and didn’t exile her from Croy. As for Runa’s father… Well, I’m not sure she ever had one. 
Rumor among the servants was Thyre had moved in with a Varian merchant who left his first wife in that country and brought his daughters here searching for a more extravagant lifestyle. One thing was certain: the three girls went everywhere together, and they were troublemakers.
I put the trinket down before spinning around to find I was right. I stood face-to-face with her and her Varian friends, Zora and Idania.
“Is there something I can do for you?” I asked. Unarmed, I wasn’t sure I could best her if she wanted to fight. With her two friends, I was in serious trouble.
Runa was a couple of years older than me and nearly a head taller. There was a fresh cut over her left eyebrow, and she had a thin scab on her chin. I guessed her wrinkled dress hadn’t been washed in days, or she picked a horrible color of linen to wear. Her dirty, blonde hair jutted out in random directions. Maybe I should offer to buy her a comb…or some shears. That thought brought a smirk to my face.
“What are you smiling about?” Runa asked, poking my chest with her finger. The two Varian girls bared their teeth, like bears preparing to eat.
That doesn’t look promising. I glanced to each side, checking for threats there. A crowd gathered, but no one seemed like they were about to rush me…or help me if this turned violent. 
“Just enjoying some time in the market,” I said, stalling and hoping she’d do something to give away her intent. I’m pretty sure at least one of them is a stonesyth. If I have to fight, it’s going to be ugly. “It’s a beautiful day. That’s reason enough to be happy. Isn’t it?”
She raised her left hand across her chest. Her knuckles were bruised, and her nails looked filthy with dirt or blood or…worse. “Maybe I don’t agree. Maybe I should wipe that smile off your half-breed face, Princess.”
Her elbow twitched, and I leaned back, but not fast enough to completely dodge her attack. Jagged fingernails raked across my right cheek, ripping three hot lines in my face.
Before she could draw her hand back for another strike, I grabbed my coin purse and swung it at her chin. Leather smacked against her skin and the coins inside clinked together.
Someone in the crowd shouted and it felt like the group of people closed in tighter. 
Runa’s head twisted to the side, and she stumbled back a step. I ducked low in case the Varian sisters tried to grab me and looked for a way out. Someone grabbed my hair just before a blow caught me in the side of my head. My ear rang, and the world went a little off-kilter. I fell to my knees.
Someone yanked my braid, twisting my head painfully.
“What’s going on?”
The voice sounded familiar, but I couldn’t remember his name. I tried to get up, but everything spun. Slumping forward, my hands stopped me from flopping face-first onto the smooth stones.
Something struck my back like a hammer. My legs tingled and felt like jelly.
“Break it up!” he roared.
A boot smacked into my right side, and my braid fell free. People scattered while I struggled to keep my hands and knees under me.
Rough, strong hands lifted me to my feet. My legs still didn’t want to do what I told them.
“Princess Meyla?” the man questioned.
I looked up, recognized Captain Svan, and my breakfast came up as the world turned around me.
“I’m taking her to Abi’s,” he said, cradling me as I closed my eyes. “Dag, go tell the king and queen what happened. Tholl, Asmund, find out who attacked the princess.”
“Aye, Captain,” they replied in unison.
I wanted to tell him who it was, but my stomach flipped, convincing me to keep my mouth shut.
“Stone help them when Queen Tindra finds out who they are,” Svan muttered, after a couple of steps.
I kept my eyes closed to keep from getting sick again.






  
  Chapter 8


“Abi isn’t here,” a young man said. “She won’t be back until well after moon rise.” 
“Princess Meyla is hurt. She needs an herbalist,” Svan said. “Now.”
“Oh,” he said. “I… Princess… Umm… In that case, take her to the first room on the left. I’ll do what I can.”
Linus. I remembered Abi’s apprentice’s name.
The pad Svan put me on was soft. I would have gone to sleep, but Linus kept clinking bottles and jars together. Those were a minor annoyance compared to him grinding something in the mortar and pestle. That got on my nerves. 
“Princess, can you hear me?” Linus asked quietly.
I nodded.
“Good. I need you to open your eyes.”
“Why?” I croaked, my throat still scratchy from throwing up.
“To look at your eyes.”
“I’m going to wait at the door,” Svan said. “I’m guessing the king and queen are most of the way here by now. Maybe I can shield you from Tindra’s wrath.”
“I’d be in your debt,” Linus said.
I opened my eyes and shut them again, tight, as glaring candlelight stabbed at them.
“Sorry,” he said. “I know it might hurt, but I need to see your eyes.”
My eyelids fluttered as I fought the instinct to keep them closed. Candlelight flashed across my vision again, turning everything red, before I felt the room spin around me.
“They look normal,” Linus said. “Can you sit up?”
I shook my head
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