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Violet realized that the room had grown quiet as everyone stopped talking. She could feel that all eyes were on her.



The king cleared his throat. “So, we have you to thank for the safe return of our son?” he asked.

Violet glanced at Richard, who was nodding his head. She hadn’t been the only one to care for the prince. Her parents and Father Paul had aided him as well. Still, from the look in Richard’s eyes she could tell this was no time for her to be humble. “Yes,” Violet said.

“My dear, we owe a debt of gratitude to your family for caring for our son while he was ill. We would like to reward you. However, only a princess can enter the competition,” the king said, his voice still gentle.

“And a princess stands before you,” Violet said, raising her chin.
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CHAPTER ONE

A storm was coming. The air seemed heavy and charged, and the wind had begun blowing from the east with a singular intensity of purpose. It brought with it the smell of distant rain. Violet stood in the middle of her father’s wheat field, closed her eyes, and threw out her arms as if to embrace the storm.

Every great or terrible moment of her life had been presaged by a storm, and Violet had learned to accept and embrace change as part of life. To meet it, not fear it. It had stormed the night before her brother was born, and four years later it stormed the night before he died. It had stormed the day before her cousin Tara’s wedding, where Violet had kissed a boy for the first time. It had stormed just before the beginning of the two-year drought that had nearly destroyed her family’s farm. And when a storm had come to save them from starvation, she had danced in it.

She took a deep breath, feeling the storm as it moved in. It was as though the tempest called to something deep and wild within her. She opened her eyes, and she could see the rain approaching. Violet watched as it hit the tops of the trees in the forest and came on with a steady sweep.

“Child, come inside before the storm arrives,” her father, William, said, approaching from the barn, where he had just put away Bessie and the wagon. It was the first Monday of the month, and he had just returned from his monthly trip into the village. Violet was bursting to ask him what news he had heard, but she knew better. Her father always saved news for telling at the supper table. She gave him a little wave, wanting to linger a few more moments and knowing that she would hear the news soon enough.

She turned aside reluctantly as her father came to stand beside her. He looked out at the rain sweeping in, and a worried look crossed his weather-beaten face. “I hope that storm doesn’t damage the crops,” he said.

Violet smiled. He was always so practical.

“But isn’t there something beautiful about it, Father?”

“Yes, so long as it doesn’t destroy anything.” He turned and headed for the house, clearly expecting her to follow.

Violet lingered another moment and cast one last look at the storm front. “But it always does,” she muttered under her breath before turning and heading after her father.

Just outside of the barn they were met by Thomas, the butcher’s son. Thomas was thirteen and fast growing into a man. He was the youngest of six children, all boys. For the last four years Thomas had worked for Violet’s father. As the farm prospered and William grew older, he had needed more help. With no son and only one daughter William had had to look elsewhere. Thomas was a good lad and worked hard for the few coins William could pay him and the chance to learn a trade other than his father’s. The village was small and would never have need of so many butchers.

William tousled the boy’s hair fondly. “You did well today, lad. You staying for supper?”

Thomas shook his head. “I’d like to get home before the storm hits.”

“There’s a wise lad. Off with you, then, and we’ll see you in the morning less’n the storm hasn’t let up. If it’s still raining, don’t bother coming until the day after.”

Thomas nodded his understanding before taking off toward home at a long, loping run.

“He should just make it before the rain starts,” her father said, as much to himself as to Violet.

Inside the house the smell of stew filled the air. Violet’s mother, Sarah, was already ladling the broth and bits of vegetables out into bowls on the table. Finished, she put down the pot and coughed hard into her apron.

“Storm’s coming,” her father said. “If there’s anything you need from outside, Mother, one of us’ll fetch it. We wouldn’t want you to catch cold. You’ll want to bundle up warm tonight.”

“I’m fine, really,” her mother answered with a weak smile.

Violet wasn’t so sure that was true. For the last three months her mother had been coughing, not hard, but persistently. She knew Father was worried, even though he didn’t say much. No one wanted to talk about the fact that Mother was getting weaker.

Father was usually cheerful and talked a lot during supper. Usually, on the days he went to the village, he was bursting with news, but this time he sat silently. It soon became obvious as they ate, though, that there was something on his mind. He ate in a distracted manner, casting occasional glances outside that grew more frequent once the rain began to fall.

“What’s wrong, William?” Sarah asked at last.

Violet’s father looked up and gave his wife a weak smile. “I’m just hoping the crops weather the storm.”

Sarah looked puzzled. “Why is this storm more troubling to you than others?” she asked.

He sighed and put down the piece of bread he had been eating. “The steward sent word from the castle that they’re going to need twice as much wheat and vegetables for this year’s Feasting than last.”

Violet stared at her father, wide-eyed, as her mother gasped. “Twice! Are they planning to feed the whole kingdom?”

The Feasting was four weeks away. It was an annual event which commemorated the victory of the people of Cambria over the king of Lore in their last great war. The Feasting would last for four days, the height of which was the High Feast on the third day, when no one in Cambria did any work. Rumor had it that during the High Feast the servants in the castle even ate with the lords. For the common people High Feast Day was a day of revelry and a festival. Everyone would sample strange foreign foods, dance, and make music while engaging in contests of skill and strength. Next to Christmas it was Violet’s favorite day of the year.

“More like they’ll be feeding royalty from other kingdoms,” her father answered her mother. “They say it’ll be a very special celebration this year. They say the Prince will marry.”

Violet sat up straighter, eager to hear. Any wedding was special, but a royal wedding! There had not been one in her lifetime. “Who is he to marry?” she asked.

William shook his head. “No one knows. It seems it’s something of a mystery. But they say royal carriages have been arriving at the castle for the last fortnight.”

“But they don’t know who the bride will be?” Sarah asked.

William shook his head. “Some say she was in one of those carriages; others say she hasn’t arrived yet. One thing that is certain is that no one really knows. I did talk to one of the kitchen boys who works in the castle. He told me that the reason nobody knows who the prince will marry is that the prince doesn’t know himself.”

“How can the prince not know?” Violet asked, bewildered.

“The lad said that princesses had been arriving from all over and that there was some sort of contest to be held.”

A contest! The thought seemed outrageous, and yet at the same time it appealed to Violet. Cambria was one of the strongest kingdoms, and it made sense that all of the other kingdoms would prize an alliance such as marriage could bring.

“Well, I never,” Sarah said, shaking her head. “That reminds me, though. Violet, are you still planning to enter one of the contests at the festival this year?”

“I was planning to,” Violet said, turning toward her mother. “I was thinking maybe the maze.”

“You’ve a good sense of direction; you’d stand a fair chance,” her mother said.

“You could try and ride Bessie in the girls’ riding contest,” her father added. “You’re a fair hand with her.”

“You could bake one of your berry pies,” her mother suggested.

“I’ve been thinking of those three,” Violet admitted. “I’m just not sure which to enter.”

“There’s nothing to stop you from entering all three of them,” William said. “And wouldn’t that be a sight if you won them all?” He leaned back in his chair with a grin.

“You’re putting an awful lot of store in my skills,” Violet said, laughing.

They laughed some more about the festival, but they were all tired, so after cleaning up the dinner dishes they headed to bed. Violet drew the curtain she and her mother had hung so she could have some privacy and curled up on her bed to listen to the storm outside. The wind was howling fiercely, as if looking for a way inside the house. She pulled her blanket up under her chin and listened to the sound of the rain as it hit the roof. Violet thought about the conversation at dinner. She couldn’t help but wonder about the prince and the woman he was to marry.

Prince Richard could see the storm clouds gathering and debated what to do. He was less than a day’s journey from home, but it seemed prudent to stop for the night and wait out the storm. If his memory served him, there was a small farming village about an hour’s ride away. They might have an inn. If not, Richard was sure any of his subjects would volunteer their homes for him.

“What do you say, Baron? Rest tonight and ride home after the storm?” Prince Richard asked, stroking his stallion’s gray neck. The horse nickered as if in agreement. “You’re right. We’ve been gone nearly a year; another day more or less won’t matter.”

He pointed Baron’s nose toward the village before giving the horse his head. They trotted along at a slow, comfortable pace for both animal and rider. The truth was, as much as he missed home, Prince Richard was not eager to return.

For as long as he could remember, his parents had been taken with the idea of him marrying a “true” princess. In their minds this was a princess of refinement and breeding and the utmost sensitivity. When Prince Richard had turned seventeen, they had sent him out into the world to meet as many princesses as he could. Despite the king and queen’s years of lecturing, they still didn’t seem to trust Richard to find his own bride. So Prince Richard had had to invite each of the princesses to visit his home in the weeks before the annual Feasting, where his parents would meet her and judge her worth.

The entire thing was appalling to him. Prince Richard had felt overwhelmed with embarrassment at the first castle, wondering how he could tell the king and queen that their daughter would be evaluated by his parents before she could be eligible to marry him. What Richard had discovered, though, had upset and embarrassed him even more. Prince Richard had found that the women he met practically fell over themselves at the opportunity to prove their worth to his parents. Their parents had also seemed to approve of the whole process. Prince Richard didn’t know if the excitement had been generated by a deep sense of respect for his parents or because the lives of these people were so structured and confining that they found the challenge appealing.

“How many princesses have we met, Baron, eh?” Richard asked the stallion, who shook his head as 
if to say the number was too high to count.

“At least forty. I wonder how many of them are already waiting for us at the castle.” He sighed. The prospect was disturbing. Richard believed with all his heart that the man should prove himself worthy, not the woman.

The first raindrops began to fall, sooner than he had anticipated. After a moment’s hesitation Richard turned Baron from the road and into a field. He could see smoke rising in the distance and reasoned that cross-country would be the fastest way to the village. He touched his heels to Baron’s flanks, and the great horse sprang forward into a gallop. Richard leaned forward, enjoying the feel of the wind on his face.

They had been galloping for no more than a minute when the skies opened up and the rain began to lash them. The cold of it seeped into Prince Richard’s bones, and he found himself shivering and urging Baron on faster. The horse plunged down into a small ravine, splashed across a swiftly rising river, and then charged up the other side.

They had just made it back to level land when something went wrong. Richard felt an unsettling sensation of sliding sideways as Baron slipped in the mud. The horse staggered, regained his footing, but then two strides later fell without warning. Richard, still unseated, flew over his horse’s head and landed on the ground. His head struck something hard, and he felt a flash of stabbing pain before everything went black.
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The storm subsided some time after midnight. Lying awake, Violet listened to the rain as it gradually passed, and she couldn’t help but wonder what change it would bring to her life. She thought about the upcoming royal wedding, drifting to dreams of her own wedding.

At seventeen Violet was old enough to marry, and many of her friends and neighbors already had. Still, her parents hadn’t spoken of choosing a husband for her. Violet herself had brought up the subject a year earlier, only to be told by her father that she was too young to think of such things and not to worry. She had tried to do as he said, but Violet found she couldn’t put the thought completely from her mind. Every time she was in the village and her eyes would meet those of a young man, she would wonder to herself if he was the one.

It wasn’t that Violet was eager to marry, but neither was she afraid of it, as many girls of her acquaintance were. Rather, Violet had been increasingly aware of a kind of restlessness, a sense of not belonging as she had gotten older. The only way she could explain it was as having made the transformation from child to woman and feeling the pressing awareness that someday soon she must be the mistress of her own household and not the child in her parents’.

And so, as the last of the rain ceased, Violet fell asleep with an eager sense of anticipation for the change that she felt sure was coming.
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CHAPTER TWO

Violet and her parents were up with the dawn. The three were finishing breakfast when they heard Thomas shouting outside.

In two strides William was at the door, yanking it open. “What’s the matter?” he asked tersely.

Past her father Violet could see Thomas, his hair disheveled and his eyes wide. “There’s a man in the field. His horse threw him, and he’s hurt.”

It took only a moment for William to pull on his boots. “Mother, better prepare a place for this stranger. Violet, come with us. We might need you to hold the horse.”

Violet jumped up from the table, grabbing an apple as she did so.

Outside the house Violet could see a horse standing a ways off, his head bent toward something on the ground she couldn’t quite see. William and Thomas both trotted toward the horse, and Violet had to run to keep up. When they drew close, she saw a man crumpled on the ground.

The horse touched the man with his nose before turning toward them and stamping his feet angrily. His ears were swept back along his head, and his eyes glared wickedly. Violet sucked in her breath. The horse was magnificent. She had never seen his like. His dark gray skin was stretched over massive muscles. His mane and tail were black as night. He was no common plow horse, nor the kind of riding horse owned by a messenger, nor a cart horse owned by anyone in the village.

Her eyes traveled from the horse to his master, who lay on the ground, his rich clothes covered with mud. A shock of black hair as dark as the horse’s mane topped a pale face. What looked like dried blood matted part of the hair and had been smeared across his cheek.

Thomas took a step forward, and the horse became more agitated and screamed what seemed a warning. The horse reared and came back down with such force that the ground shook.

“Careful—if we upset the horse, he might trample his master,” William said.

“Then what are we going to do?” Thomas asked.

“Let me try,” Violet said. She turned and walked several paces away from Thomas and her father. She turned back and saw the horse staring at her, one ear flicking forward curiously. Violet stared back at the horse and then slowly extended her hand, holding the apple she had taken from the table.

Now both ears pricked forward, and the great beast regarded Violet with intense interest. He shifted his weight from one front hoof to the other as though trying to make a decision. Then, slowly, the horse moved away from his master and began to walk toward her, his desire for the apple outweighing his suspicion.

“You want this apple, Sir Horse?” she asked. The horse’s bearing was so regal Violet fought the urge to curtsy to him. It seemed absurd, but it was as though the horse knew he was her better and was deigning to acknowledge her presence only because of the apple.

“Well then, good sir, you will have to show fine manners,” she said.

The horse paused a couple of steps from Violet, but she did not move. Finally, he came forward and took the apple out of her hand. After he had crunched it down, he nuzzled her, clearly looking for more.

“I don’t have any more, but I can get you some apples if you come with me,” Violet said. She placed her hand on his nose, and he allowed the contact, stepping forward to lip at her skirts.

Violet slid her hand under his muzzle and gathered the reins loosely in her hand. Then she slid her other hand onto his neck and slowly began to pull the reins over his head so that they hung down from his mouth. Finally, Violet took a firmer hold on the end of the reins. Now she could lead him to the barn.

Violet glanced past the horse and saw that her father and Thomas were lifting the injured man between them. She stroked the horse’s nose and then took a step toward the barn. The horse stood still for a moment before rearing up. Violet let the reins slide through her hands, but she didn’t let go. His hooves crashed back down to the ground.

“Are you done showing off?” she asked, giving a slight tug on the reins. The horse stood stubbornly for a minute before taking a reluctant step forward, then another.

Violet turned to face the barn, and he followed. Behind her she could hear her father and Thomas talking.

“I ain’t never seen a traveler dressed as him,” Thomas said. “Who do you reckon he is?”

“A nobleman on his way to the castle, or a churchman, maybe.”

A nobleman, definitely, Violet thought, glancing again at the horse. As they neared the barn, the stallion picked up his pace and began to nicker. From inside the barn Bessie, their mare, answered. The stallion jumped forward, nearly yanking Violet’s arm from its socket. He plunged into the barn toward the stall where Bessie stood stretching her head out toward him. The horse’s shoulder struck Violet, nearly knocking her over. She realized that within moments she would lose all control over him.

With all her strength Violet yanked hard on the reins. The stallion paused, startled, and turned to look at her. She pulled hard, and he followed her into the stall next to Bessie’s. Violet turned him around, and then he began to kick. His mighty hooves crashed into the wall of the barn with a resounding thud. Violet hooked a finger into the buckle securing his bridle. Releasing it, she stepped out of the stall in one swift motion. The bridle slid off, and Violet closed the door just as he lunged toward her. The horse kicked the closed door, and Violet took a shaky breath.

“When you’ve calmed yourself, maybe we can get that saddle off,” she told him while carefully hanging up his bridle. “I’ll come back later and bring more apples like I promised.”

Violet closed the barn door on her way out but could still hear the horse’s persistent whinnies. She only hoped his master wouldn’t be as much trouble once he was awake.

Thinking of the man she had seen, Violet’s heart caught in her throat. She wasn’t sure why, but she felt that his appearance on the heels of the storm was not a coincidence. Violet walked toward the house, her steps sure but her heart fluttering beneath her breast.

Inside the house there was a flurry of activity. Violet entered and then pressed her back to the door to keep out of the way as she took in the scene.

The man was lying on her bed. He was dressed in a warm, clean shirt and pair of pants that she recognized as belonging to her father. The man’s sodden, filthy clothes lay in a pile in the corner.

Violet’s mother had set to work washing the wound on the man’s head, and he groaned but didn’t wake up. She glanced up and, seeing Violet, motioned her over.

“Here, wash away the blood and dirt as best you can. I’ll see what I can do with his clothes. Once he’s clean, bundle him up so he doesn’t catch a chill. Poor man was probably lying out there all night. I’m heating stew that he can eat when he wakes.”

“Where’d you put the horse, lass?” William asked.

“In the stall next to Bessie. I got his bridle off, but he was too wild for me to try and take off his saddle. I figured maybe he would calm down and I could try again in a couple of hours,” she said. Her father nodded approval.

Violet seated herself on her bed next to the stranger, taking the damp cloth and the washbasin from her mother. She applied the cloth to his forehead and marveled as she got a closer look at him. The man had a strong face with a broad brow, straight nose, and chiseled jaw. She memorized the lines of his face as she bathed it.

It took a while to loosen the blood and dirt from his hair, but eventually she finished. Violet was relieved to see that the cut, while long, was not deep. She bade her father come look at it. William examined the wound for a minute before straightening with a satisfied look on his face.

“He should come through just fine,” William said, “long as he doesn’t get the chill. Bundle him up.”

Violet did as she was told and wrapped several thick warm blankets around the man, tucking them in around his feet. As she finished, the man began to mutter. She leaned close but could only make out one word he was saying over and over. She stood slowly, puzzled and wondering why the word “sensitive” was so important to him.

At last there was nothing left to do but wait until the stranger awoke. William went outside to tend the fields. And armed with three apples Violet headed to the barn.

Violet was relieved to discover that the stallion had calmed himself considerably. He even looked glad to see her, although she was sure that had more to do with the apples she was carrying than with her. Violet set two of them down outside the stall and held the third out to him as a peace offering. He took it from her and munched happily as Violet slipped into the stall.

The horse stood still and let her take off his saddle. After she had put it away, she returned to his stall with a brush. He flicked his tail contentedly as she brushed out his coat. She also cleaned the packed dirt out of his hooves. The stallion seemed to be in good shape, so whatever accident had befallen his rider had left him unaffected. Finished, Violet offered the horse the second apple. A small whinny from Bessie led Violet to rub the mare’s nose and give her the third apple, a rare treat that the mare relished.

“Well, good sir and lady, that’s the last of the apples for the day,” Violet told them. She forked some hay into a feeding trough for each of them. When she was satisfied that the visitor had been made as comfortable as possible, Violet headed back to the house.
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