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      “Mathematical Models on the Creation of Economic Prosperity Through Capital Creation—are you kidding me, Your Highness?”

      From the top of a rickety library ladder with squeaky wheels, Princess Aldari ne Yereth frowned down at her bodyguard. “My father sent you along to protect me from the riffraff, not spy on the books I’m borrowing.”

      “It’s not spying if the book is so thick that the letters on the spine are legible from the circulation desk. You said you were picking up some light reading for the trip. That’s not light. Or is your plan to throw it at enemies if your wedding caravan is attacked by highwaymen?”

      “That’s a possibility.” When Aldari pulled the fat tome from the shelf, the wobbly ladder lurched at the additional weight. Maybe the book could be used as a weapon. “I could also use it to thump a lippy bodyguard on the head.”

      “Hilarious, Your Highness.” Theli propped her fists on her hips and twisted her mouth into a pucker more suitable for a disapproving nanny than a faithful bodyguard. Thanks to the mace hanging from her belt, her severe black trousers and tunic, and the tight braid she always chose for her thick black hair, she didn’t need the pucker to appear stern. “You’ll slay me with your attempts at wit.”

      Since they’d grown up together, Aldari wasn’t intimidated by the sternness. “They’re not attempts; they’re successes. I can tell from the quiver of your body that you’re struggling to restrain mirth.” Aldari waved at Theli, though she was as steady as a rock, not so much as an eyelash quivering. “It’s understandable. Princesses are known for their wit. I’m sure it’s in all of the ballads you sing when you think nobody’s listening.”

      “Princesses are known for their beauty, not their wit,” Theli said, ignoring the comment on her songwriting and singing hobby. “Occasionally charm, grace, and good manners. Wit is never mentioned.”

      “Grace? Are you sure?” The ladder wobbled again as Aldari took an awkward step down with the heavy book under her arm.

      “It’s possible minstrels rarely get to interact with real princesses.”

      “Then it’s your good fortune that you get to study one up close.” Aldari winked at her.

      “Uh huh.” Theli pointed to the book before reaching out a hand to steady her. “If you read aloud from that on our trip, I’m going to flee the caravan and leave you to the highwaymen.”

      Judging by the wistful expression Theli sent toward a stained-glass window letting in wan northern light, she would be tempted to flee the caravan regardless of the conversation topic.

      Aldari, whose stomach knotted with dread every time she thought of her rapidly approaching wedding, understood the temptation perfectly. She made herself smile and pointed to another title. “Perhaps that one will be more to your taste.”

      “Principles of Economic Survival in the Ancient Nation-State of Argodor? Doesn’t this library have any murder mysteries about heroic bodyguards solving crimes while protecting the royal family?”

      “Those are popular. They all get checked out as soon as they come in.” The ladder squeaked as Aldari pushed off a bookcase to roll closer to the second tome. After plucking it off the shelf, she gave both books to Theli, afraid to climb down from the decrepit ladder without both hands free.

      Theli accepted the books with a frown. “This reminds me of something. Last month, after you were late for that dinner with the dignitaries from the Orath Kingdom because you were caught up in your reading, didn’t the king forbid you from visiting libraries?”

      “Of course not. Father values knowledge and education.”

      He just didn’t value his youngest daughter studying economics and writing papers full of ideas for fixing the financial woes of their tiny impoverished kingdom. As the minstrels in Theli’s ballads promised, princesses weren’t supposed to be academics; they were supposed to look pretty, speak little, and attract princes from powerful neighboring nations.

      Aldari didn’t think she’d been doing any of those things particularly well, but the marriage proposal from the Orath prince had come, regardless, promising an alliance in exchange for Aldari’s hand in marriage. And Father had accepted. With the aggressive Taldar Empire leering down from the Shark Tooth Mountains, what choice did he have?

      “So…” Theli eyed the books dubiously. “I’m not aiding you with a forbidden activity?”

      “Of course not.” Aldari’s second smile was even more forced. Being reminded that she was going against her father’s wishes made her uneasy.

      What if he one day found out that she was publishing under a secret pen name? What if her future husband did? Would she be monitored more closely when she moved to Orath? So closely that she wouldn’t be able to study and write?

      Aldari gripped the ladder tightly as the nerves tangling in her belly threatened to blossom into full-fledged panic.

      “Uh huh,” Theli said. “I wondered why you dragged me across town to this decrepit library on Tavern Row, where the homeless drunks like to sleep under the tables.”

      “There are untapped resources here. And perhaps instead of lecturing me on my wayward ways, you could take those books up to the clerk and check them out for me.”

      “I’m busy keeping the riffraff away. Like that surly elf with blood stains on his armor. He looks like he came straight from battling water serpents on the Forever Fog River.”

      Aldari spun so quickly the ladder lurched and she almost fell off. Though Theli didn’t take her gaze from the doorway, she reached out and steadied it for her.

      “Damn,” Aldari whispered. An elf had walked into the library. “I think that is blood.”

      The tall elf gazed across the pitted travertine floor toward them, his forest-green eyes intent. He appeared to be in his early twenties and was handsome, with angular cheekbones, a straight nose, and elegantly pointed ears, but his battle-stained black clothing and black leather armor gave him a grim visage. Dirt smudged his jaw, a bruise darkened one cheek, and long scars marred the side of his neck—some predator must have nearly taken his life with that attack. Uncombed, his long blond hair fell around his shoulder guards, it too stained with grime and blood. A sword was sheathed at his hip, and a bow and quiver of arrows jutted over his shoulder.

      “I know blood when I see it,” Theli whispered, her hand resting on the hilt of her mace. “I’ve been trained since birth to be your bodyguard.”

      “I thought you started training when you were ten because you were jealous of all the time your father spent with your brothers.”

      “I was nine.”

      Aldari might have rebutted, but a second elf walked in, this one older and more battle-worn, with a scar slashing across one cheek. He had two swords belted at his hips, and his blond hair was cut short, making his dyspeptic expression prominent. The bloody gouges in his armor might have accounted for his dark mood. He pointed at Aldari, curled his lip in disgust, and said something to the younger elf in their own language.

      “Do you and your knowledge and education know what they’re saying?” Theli asked without taking her gaze from them.

      The clerk behind the desk disappeared through a door and closed it, the thunk of the lock ringing across the silent library.

      “I’m familiar with their number system and how they set up their equations,” Aldari offered.

      “I’m sure math is what they’re discussing.” Theli glanced toward the door in the back of the library. “We should slip out and report their presence to the City Guard.”

      “Elves are permitted to be in Delantria.” A true statement, though Aldari had only seen a couple of them in her entire twenty-two years of life. Now and then, elven mercenaries who’d grown tired of the Ever War their people had been fighting on their continent for centuries traveled south and found work in human lands, but that was rare. From what she’d heard, such people were shunned by their own kind and called cowards for leaving. “As long as they don’t cause trouble.”

      The younger elf started toward them while the older folded his arms over his chest and glowered at the back of his head.

      “Those two are oozing trouble,” Theli grumbled.

      Not certain whether to disagree or not, Aldari climbed down from her perch. Since she didn’t want to take her gaze from the approaching elf, her foot slipped off a rung, and she almost pitched off the ladder for the second time in as many minutes.

      Once more, Theli reached out and steadied her.

      “Thanks.” Being ungraceful in front of her bodyguard hadn’t bothered Aldari, but with strange witnesses watching, she blushed in embarrassment.

      “Good afternoon,” the elf said in a pleasant if precise and accented baritone. He stopped in front of them, bowed deeply to Aldari, then offered a broad smile that was almost startling for its contrast to his grim attire—and the blood stains. “I am Vethsel Hawk of the Moon Sword mercenaries. Ah, your people would call me Captain Hawk. And that’s Veth—Lieutenant—Setvik.” He tipped his thumb back toward his scowling comrade. Interesting that the older man was the lower ranking of the two. “Am I correct that you are Princess Aldari?” he added.

      Theli shot her a warning look as the nerves returned to Aldari’s belly. Should she lie?

      Despite the elf’s warm smile, these two looked like robbers or kidnappers. Theli was a capable bodyguard, but even if Aldari jumped in to help, she doubted they could fend off two hardened elven warriors. According to legend, their people were the best fighters in the world, the males and females both honed by generations of constant battle.

      “You’re mistaken,” Theli said when Aldari hesitated. “This is my sister Amma.”

      Aldari stifled a wince. Thanks to the raven hair and dark brown eyes that Theli had inherited from her islander mother, she looked nothing like the freckled, blue-eyed, and strawberry-blonde-haired Aldari.

      “Adopted sister,” Theli amended, perhaps having similar thoughts.

      “Yes,” Aldari said, then, not being a natural liar, felt the need to embellish. “I’m the librarian.”

      That earned her another warning look from Theli. After all the years they’d spent together, Theli well knew that lying wasn’t one of Aldari’s strengths. It was a small miracle that Aldari had kept anyone except her tutor from finding out about her pen name.

      “Interesting. You look familiar.” The elf—Hawk—gripped his chin and tilted his head as he considered her thoughtfully. “I’m certain I’ve seen your portrait before.”

      “Have you? In our little kingdom, I am a rather famous librarian. Perhaps you’ve seen my picture in academic journals on athenaeum studies.” Aldari eyed his armor, wondering if he’d picked up an academic journal in his life. And also wondering if that brown tuft stuck to his sword scabbard was a chunk of human hair or animal fur. She swallowed uneasily.

      “Ah, yes. That must be where I’ve seen your face before. We try to get all of the latest human journals and periodicals delivered to the battlefield. Especially on such scintillating subjects as athenaeums.”

      Behind him, his fellow officer rolled his eyes.

      “Perhaps you can help me find a book, madam librarian? Amma, was it?” Hawk offered his broad smile again, the gesture charming even through the bruises and grime.

      That didn’t reassure Aldari, not in the least. It was possible he was the charming cutthroat sent in to negotiate with the underground buyers of the things—and people—they stole.

      “Certainly,” she made herself say, though a part of her was tempted to make an excuse and hurry out the back door. But what if he gave up his pretense and tried to stop them? She didn’t want Theli to be injured, or worse, because she flung herself at the elves to buy time for Aldari to escape. “Are you interested in economics?”

      “I’d like a book on whaling. Your seafaring people are known for their fishing and whaling, aren’t they?”

      Yes, since the empire had taken over their ore-rich mountains and pushed the Delantrian border out onto the peninsula, whale oil was the only commodity they had the means to collect and trade.

      “They are,” was all Aldari said, not wanting to highlight her kingdom’s deficiencies.

      “As a librarian—a famous librarian—I trust you know where everything is in here?” Hawk’s smile turned challenging, and Aldari realized he didn’t believe her story.

      “My sister usually shelves the books—” Aldari tilted her head toward Theli, “—but I can certainly guide you to an appropriate title.”

      “Your sister carries a large mace—for a librarian.”

      “To appropriately punish miscreants who dog-ear the pages or overly crease the spines.” Aldari walked slowly, her gaze darting from bookcase to bookcase as she searched for the appropriate row. In the castle library, she could have found anything with ease, but as Theli had pointed out, this wasn’t where she typically checked out books. But the kingdom, however impoverished, was well-organized when it came to education and had a kingdom-wide cataloging system for organizing books. She found the section on hunting and fishing roughly where she expected it. “Are your people thinking of getting into whaling?”

      “Perhaps if the material is suitably stimulating. My comrade loves hobbies that involve driving pointy sticks into things.” Hawk smirked back at his lieutenant, who remained by the door, glowering at what he seemed to believe was a waste of time.

      “Judging by your martial accoutrements, I would guess you both do.” Aldari eyed the feathered shafts of arrows visible in his quiver.

      Though Hawk’s smile lingered, the hint of a grimmer emotion flashed in his green eyes. “It has been the elven pastime of these past centuries.”

      Aldari pulled a book off the shelf. A History of Whaling Techniques and the Origins of the Two-Flue Harpoon. “Here you go.”

      “Excellent. I’m certain this will be riveting reading.”

      “My sister is incapable of selecting riveting reading,” Theli muttered without glancing over. She must have decided the lieutenant was the more dangerous of the two elves, for her focus was on him.

      Aldari was less certain. Hawk might have a handsome face and charming smile, but he wouldn’t have risen so quickly in the ranks if he hadn’t been competent. Very competent.

      The elves had a monarchy, the same as Delantria, but from what she’d read, their military ranks were granted to those with the talent to prove themselves, not out of nepotism or a relation to the throne. Admittedly, she didn’t know if that applied to the rogues who left their homeland to start their own mercenary companies, but something about Hawk made her suspect he was highly capable. And dangerous.

      “I’m certain you’re wrong,” Hawk told Theli, “and I shall look forward to delving into this fine piece during my next journey.”

      He bowed again to Aldari and walked toward the doorway.

      Aldari thought about pointing out that those who weren’t subjects of the kingdom were supposed to fill out a form and leave a deposit when they checked out books, but she didn’t want to do anything to keep those two from leaving. Why they’d been looking for her, she couldn’t guess, but she doubted it was for a good reason.
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      “Are you sure you don’t want to take my place?” Aldari asked her sister—her real sister—as they walked through the castle courtyard toward the train of carriages waiting to whisk Aldari off to Orath for her wedding. A wedding to a man she’d never met, in a kingdom she’d never visited. How could it fail to be a delight?

      Shydena, her elder by two years and prone to sarcasm, gave her a surprisingly sympathetic look. The kind usually reserved for geriatric relatives wasting away from a fatal illness. The sympathy made Aldari feel uneasy rather than heartened, and she wondered if Shydena had heard more about Prince Xerik than she had.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way,” Shydena said, “but I’m still surprised he chose you over me. You’re gangly, bookish, and don’t know the first thing about pleasuring a man. You’ll probably show up in his bedroom on your wedding night with ink on your fingers.”

      “How would ink affect anything?”

      “I’m certain a prince doesn’t want his favorite protrusion stained black.”

      Aldari rubbed her face. “I know how to wash my hands. And I’m not planning on touching any of his protrusions.”

      “If that’s true, you’re going to be a disappointing wife.” Shydena arched her eyebrows. “Trust me, touching is required. Surely, with all the books you’ve read, you have some awareness of the basic mechanics of sex.”

      “Most of our library’s books that cover the topic of procreation discuss it in terms of animals.” Aldari still remembered being mortified when she’d read about the mating practices of dolphins and sharks. She’d been twelve at the time. Since then, she’d stayed out of that aisle in the library.

      Shydena shook her head. “Just ask him what he likes, and do it. And hope he doesn’t have any perversions that are too odious.”

      Whether her expression was startled or horrified, Aldari didn’t know, but Shydena slanted that sympathetic look toward her again. “I can’t say I’d be eager to visit Orath, especially permanently, but I think Prince Xerik picked the wrong sister.”

      “Neither of us is supposed to know anything about sex, you know. You’ll recall Father’s frequent and vociferous opinions on the matter.”

      “That we remain virgins until our weddings because we live in ridiculous backward times when some men believe that’s a more desirable trait in a woman? Please. Whatever prince I marry will be ecstatic to find out that I’m experienced in bedroom matters. I’d be disappointed if he wasn’t experienced.” Shydena wrinkled her nose. “I know arranged marriages are usually far from romantic, but I hope I don’t get stuck with a thirteen-year-old who can’t even find the right hole.”

      Aldari almost dropped the bag of books she was carrying, and the pencil she’d tucked behind her ear fell out. Maybe she should have been accustomed to her sister’s ribald streak, but when Mother had been alive, she’d always insisted that little princesses weren’t supposed to speak of or even think about sex, and Aldari’s own distraction with other topics had left her a touch naive on such matters.

      “If you mean Xerik’s little brother Xarloran, I believe he’s fourteen now.” Aldari bent to pick up her pencil and almost lost one of the pouches of candies that she’d tucked into her dress pocket for the trip. Beltzi, the castle chef, had made them for her, as he’d been doing since she’d been a toddler. He’d wept as he’d hugged her goodbye. All day, she’d been trying not to think about how it might be years—if ever—before she was permitted to return home for a visit, but the tears and hugs from the staff had made that difficult. “Besides, we should only need to wed one Orathian prince to secure an alliance for our kingdom.”

      Aldari looked wistfully toward the sea just visible through the castle gate, the portcullis up and waiting for the wedding caravan to depart. The armed soldiers who would accompany it through the dangerous Skytrail Pass in the Shark Tooth Mountains were stationed around the carriage and wagons, some on foot, some on horseback.

      Fortunately, Theli was among the blue-uniformed men, though her head was bent as she conferred with one of the soldiers, and she frowned with worry at something. Aldari was glad her bodyguard and friend of so many years was being sent with her, but she also felt guilty that Theli had to leave her parents and siblings, perhaps forever.

      Though Aldari hadn’t yet left, a wave of homesickness washed over her as she imagined spending the rest of her life in landlocked Orath with a man who’d chosen her over her sister because of her virginity rather than romantic feelings or common interests. From what she’d heard, Prince Xerik favored hunting and horse racing to reading or academic pursuits. All she could hope was that the alliance was worth it, that Xerik’s father would do as he’d promised in exchange for Aldari marrying his son: send weapons, black powder, and a legion of troops to deter the Taldar Empire from encroaching farther into Delantrian lands.

      “Let’s hope,” Shydena said as they stopped in front of the carriage where Aldari’s belongings had been packed. “My preferences run toward mature handsome studs who can stroke a lover like a master violinist in a concert in the Great Hall.”

      One of the guards stepped around the corner of the carriage, a startlingly familiar man in black leather instead of the blue military uniform of Delantria. A startlingly familiar elf.

      This time, Aldari did drop her bag. What were elven mercenaries doing here within the castle walls?

      “Good morning, Librarian Amma.” Captain Hawk addressed her with a bow, plucking up her bag and holding it out to her. He’d washed up, cleaning the dirt off his face and the blood off his armor, and he’d run a comb through his long blond hair. “Is this patron of the musical arts another of your sisters?” He extended his hand toward Shydena.

      “Uh,” Aldari uttered.

      “Librarian Amma?” Shydena propped a fist on her hip and assumed the haughty tone she usually only adopted when she wanted to chastise a servant or guard for failing to use proper decorum in the presence of royalty. “This is Princess Aldari, and I am Princess Shydena. Who are you, and what are you doing in the castle? With weapons no less.” She looked pointedly at his sword and bow.

      “I’m Vethsel Hawk. You may call me Captain.”

      “I may call for the castle guard to escort you out of the courtyard. What are you doing in here?”

      “He might be here to see Father.” Aldari put a hand on her sister’s arm, hoping she would tone down the haughtiness. Though Aldari felt safer from would-be thieves and kidnappers in the castle than in the library on the far side of the city, she hadn’t forgotten her first impression of Hawk, that he was as dangerous as the tales about elves promised.

      When his lieutenant stepped into view, she jumped. Only then did she realize that there were no fewer than twenty blond elves in black leather armor among the military men.

      “Princess Aldari?” Hawk raised his eyebrows in feigned shock. “That’s not the name she gave me when we met yesterday. As for the rest, I’m inspecting the caravan carriages for soundness. If we end up in a battle, I’d like to know that the first arrow fired won’t pierce the walls and perforate a passenger. As an experienced mercenary and occasional guard of important persons, I can tell you how poorly they react to perforation.”

      “You’re coming along?” The significance of the elves mingling with the military men came to Aldari, though her mind stuttered with confusion. Why would her father have hired mercenaries to protect her on the journey to Orath?

      Yes, Delantria was poor, but it wasn’t as if they didn’t have men of their own. Reliable men who were natives of the kingdom, not sell-swords with no allegiance to Delantria or humans in general.

      “We have been retained to escort you to Orath, yes,” Hawk told her. “As my first duty, I’d like to inform you that you’ve already picked up a stowaway.”

      “What are you talking about?” Shydena frowned at Aldari—did she also find this addition of mercenaries alarming?

      Hawk held up a finger, then crouched and pointed under a carriage. His lieutenant was watching their exchange with as dark an expression as he’d worn the day before, his hands resting on the leather-wrapped hilts of his twin longswords. He looked like the villain in one of Theli’s murder mysteries, not a dependable caravan guard.

      “Father’s coming.” Shydena stepped back, nodding for Aldari to come with her. “We’ll ask him about this.”

      Hawk arched his eyebrows. “You don’t want to do anything about this stowaway?”

      Though she was inclined to go with Shydena and speak to Father, curiosity prompted Aldari to crouch and peer under the carriage. To her surprise, her ten-year-old brother clung to the framework underneath, his arms wrapped around one axle and his feet propped against the other.

      “Hello, Rothi,” Aldari said.

      He shifted his grip so he could hold a finger to his lips. “Sssh. I’m going with you.”

      “To protect me on the journey?”

      “To see the world! I want to have adventures. Like Grandpa!”

      “The view from under the carriage won’t be spectacular, and you’ll have trouble hanging on to the axles once they start rotating.”

      “I was going to come out once we camped for the night. Once we’re far enough away, the caravan won’t be able to turn back. You can’t be late for your wedding. Father said so. We’re depending on those troops. You’ll have to take me the whole way, and I’ll get to see the monster-filled mountains and Orath too. Then the whole world.”

      “Father and your tutor would be disappointed if you didn’t show up for your afternoon lessons,” Aldari pointed out. “You are the heir to the throne, after all.”

      Rothi wrinkled up his nose as if he’d bitten into raw liver. “I wanna be like Grandpa. He travels and writes to us about all kinds of adventures. I don’t want to sit on a throne all day. Father’s job is so boring.”

      Making a disgusted noise, the mercenary lieutenant crouched down beside Hawk and dragged Rothi out from under the carriage. Rothi yelped and kicked and swung at him, but the elf held him out at arm’s length, as if he weighed no more than a cat.

      “What’s going on here?” came Father’s rumbling bass voice.

      He strode up, looking as powerful and regal as ever, even if his robes were frayed and shabby compared to the attire the Orathian dignitaries had worn. Gray shot through his trimmed brown beard, and his blue eyes were piercing as he surveyed the elves. He didn’t appear surprised to see them—did that mean they were supposed to be there? He didn’t even seem that surprised to see Rothi dangling from the lieutenant’s grip, though his frown did convey disappointment in his son.

      Hawk tapped his lieutenant’s arm and pointed to the ground.

      The older elf—what was his name again? Setvik—set his captive down but not without a glance of supreme irritation toward his captain. Irritation and… was that hatred? Or maybe resentment because Hawk had been promoted over him? Or had Hawk taken charge of the company because he’d bested Setvik in a fight?

      Aldari knew little about elven ways or mercenary companies and could only guess at the reason for that animosity, but it unnerved her. Might not someone with such distaste for his captain betray him? Or walk away from the company in a crucial moment?

      “Stowaway, Your Majesty.” Hawk bowed toward Father.

      “Go inside, Rothlar,” Father said. “You have lessons.”

      “I wanted to see the world,” Rothi whispered, though he studied Father’s shoes instead of meeting his eyes.

      “When you’re older, you’ll be able to.”

      Rothi shook his head bleakly.

      Aldari, who couldn’t remember a time when Father had taken a vacation, much less traveled to another country, perfectly understood her little brother’s feeling of being trapped by his fate. But what could they do? This was the life they’d been born into. It came with comforts that few in the kingdom enjoyed, so they shouldn’t complain, but it was hard at times not to feel bitter about having their lives chosen for them.

      “Say goodbye to your sister, and go find your tutor,” Father said.

      Rothi hugged Aldari, what he intended to be a brief hug, but Aldari wrapped her arms around him and struggled to let go as that feeling of homesickness returned. Rothi endured the embrace for more seconds than he might usually have, but then he squirmed and protested.

      “Aldi… I can’t breathe.”

      “Sorry.” She made herself release him. “Be good while I’m gone. Don’t forget to practice your multiplication tables. What’s seven times eight?”

      Rothi rolled his eyes so hard it was a wonder they didn’t dislodge from the sockets and fall to the flagstones.

      “Fifty-six. What’s a hundred and seven times nine-hundred and eight?” He squinted at her, his voice full of challenge.

      “97,156,” she said dryly. “Do you know if I’m right?”

      “No,” he admitted.

      Aldari slid her pencil out from behind her ear and pulled a small notebook out of her pocket.

      “Why are you taking math stuff with you?” Rothi asked.

      “Math is important.” Aldari pushed the implements into his hand. “If I’m wrong, and you can prove it, I’ll give you an elf ear.” She drew out one of her pouches of sweets before it occurred to her that the common candy name might be offensive to the mercenaries. Warily, she looked over and found the captain and lieutenant watching her intently.

      “What if you’re right, and I prove it?” Rothi started writing the digits on an empty notebook page.

      “I’ll still give you a, uhm, piece of candy.”

      The surly lieutenant asked Hawk something in their tongue and pointed to his ear.

      Hawk, who didn’t look offended in the least, replied with a shrug and a single word.

      That only angered Setvik, who rattled off several increasingly heated sentences as he pointed at Aldari and the pouch. She didn’t understand a word but had no trouble telling that he was offended, either by the candy name or something else she’d done.

      “Is there a problem?” her father asked in a tone that suggested there had better not be.

      His soldiers, trained to pay attention to their monarch’s cues, turned to focus on him and watch the elves. They didn’t reach for their weapons, and the nervous glances they shot each other implied they didn’t want to fight the mercenaries, but they would if they had to. Aldari had little doubt.

      “No problem, Your Majesty.” Hawk held up a hand to his lieutenant, and Setvik fell silent. “We’re prepared for the journey and are honored to serve you and your daughter in this small way.”

      “Let’s hope it’s a small way,” Father rumbled with a sigh, “and that the journey is uneventful. But be alert in the pass.” He nodded toward the senior military officer as well as Hawk. “Since the Taldar Empire has designs on our kingdom, it’s possible they don’t want to see this wedding—this alliance—go forward.”

      For the first time, Aldari—who’d been more worried about life with her future husband and, since her sister had spoken, what he might expect in the bedroom—realized that the Taldarians might try to keep her from arriving.

      “Taldar’s soldiers are no match for Moon Sword mercenaries,” Setvik said, his words more heavily accented than Hawk’s. “If they dare attack the caravan with our people present, we will handle them.”

      “Good.” Father nodded at the elves. “Thank you.”

      He drew Aldari aside and hugged her. “I will miss you, my daughter, but I’m certain you’ll arrive safely. Our soldiers are capable, but I hired the elves to make sure of that. With their reputation, I’m hoping you won’t be bothered in the least. Even if you are, they can protect you.”

      “Thank you, Father.” Aldari thought of her sister’s comment about possible perversions and wondered if she could pay the mercenary captain to accompany her into her husband’s bedchamber on the first night. That probably wasn’t the best way to start off a marriage.

      “You will write,” Father said. “Often.”

      “Of course. You know of my fondness for words.”

      “I do.” He smiled, glancing at the pencil that she’d given to Rothi, but his expression soon grew grave. “I know you’ve been aware since your earliest days that it would be your duty to marry for the sake of the kingdom, but I regret that I can’t give you a choice in your husband.” He lowered his voice. “I sometimes feel like a hypocrite in that, since I married your mother for love, not because of political machinations.”

      “She used to tell us the story.”

      “Yes.” Father swallowed, a hint of moisture filming his eyes. Even after ten years, speaking of Mother caused him sadness.

      Aldari wondered if she would ever feel such an attachment to Prince Xerik. Maybe he wouldn’t be so bad, and she would grow to care about him.

      “But had I listened to my father and done as he wished, selecting a wife from one of the more prosperous kingdoms… perhaps we would not be in such straits now.” He gripped her shoulders and gazed earnestly into her eyes. “We need this alliance if we’re to have any chance of fending off the empire, of retaining our sovereignty. Our freedom.”

      “I know, Father. I understand.” And she did. It was just… hard. “Maybe you could read a few papers by Professor Lyn Dorit while I’m away. She has a lot of interesting ideas about improving the wealth of the kingdom and its subjects.”

      It was the first time she’d mentioned her pen name to her father—she well remembered how he’d scoffed at the ridiculously fanciful economic theories she’d shared with him when she’d been younger, and she’d been afraid to bring up the subject with him since.

      He scoffed. “By giving land to the commoners and allowing people to start businesses tax-free?”

      Well, at least he’d heard of Dorit’s ideas.

      “By allowing commoners to buy land and earn the money to do so by starting farms, industries, and businesses where they have the potential to reap rewards and are thus incentivized for their efforts,” she said. “We need to encourage the development of industry. With fewer and fewer whales in our seas these days, we can’t rely on whale-oil exports forever. Have you read Professor Dorit’s paper showing calculations for our future prosperity if that resource continues to dwindle?”

      “Dorit is a naive academic with no experience governing a nation.”

      Admittedly true, but Aldari didn’t think she was wrong. Besides, what was the harm in making a few changes and seeing if they worked? It wasn’t as if things could get much worse.

      “The morning is advancing, and you need to leave on your journey.” Father released her. “Be safe, my daughter.”

      “Aldari.” Rothi waved the notepad. “Your math was right. Look.”

      She managed a smile as she took the implements back from him. “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “Elf ear, please.” Rothi held out his hand.

      “Just call it candy,” she whispered, glancing at the elves again as she gave him a piece.

      Fortunately, Setvik had moved around to the other side of the caravan and was speaking to some of his men. Hawk was still watching them though. For several seconds, his eyes locked on to the notepad and the math Rothi had worked out, then he lifted his gaze to hers and smiled. Something akin to triumph flashed in his eyes, as if he’d found what he sought, but the expression disappeared, leaving only the pleasant smile behind.

      He opened the carriage door and offered his hand. “Are you ready to go, Your Highness?”

      No. Aldari looked bleakly around the castle and out toward the sea again, desperately wanting to stay, to run back and hide in her room. But her father was watching, and she had no choice but to nod and step forward.

      She could have climbed into the carriage without help—she wasn’t that much of a klutz—but a princess was supposed to accept a gentleman’s offer of assistance, or so her nanny had always informed her, so she rested her hand on Hawk’s calloused palm. Whether a mercenary counted as a gentleman or not, she didn’t know, but he politely guided her into the carriage and closed the door behind her.

      Aldari glanced back in time to catch that flash of triumph in his eyes again, and uncertainty crept into her belly. Had her father made a mistake in hiring the elven mercenaries?
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      The morning hours passed uneventfully, the soldiers riding horses and the elven mercenaries striding along on foot in front of and behind the caravan as it traveled south along the King’s Road, the ancient stone passageway following the sea for the first twenty miles. Aldari rode inside, alternately reading and speaking with Theli. Her bodyguard had brought along one of her murder mysteries, but the book lay unopened in her lap as she gazed out at the sea, the sun sparkling on the waves. Was she feeling the same homesickness that already plagued Aldari?

      Theli kept mouthing something. Song lyrics? Or curses for her fate? Earlier, she’d been absently murmuring a shanty about sailors lost at sea, never to see their loved ones again.

      “I can send you back, if you like,” Aldari said quietly.

      Theli stirred, startled. “Your Highness?”

      “I mean, not right away, but if I get there, and the royal family has their own bodyguards… maybe I wouldn’t need you anymore.” Aldari’s throat tightened at the thought of losing Theli and being all alone in a strange land with a husband and a family she didn’t know, but it wasn’t fair to ask Theli to give up everything back in the capital just because she had to. This was Aldari’s duty. Theli was a free woman, paid by the crown but not owned by the crown.

      “You think their scruffy bodyguards could replace me?” Theli thumped a hand on her chest in indignation.

      “Never.” Aldari smiled. “But if you decide you would prefer to go home, I won’t stop you.”

      “I’m not leaving you there without protection. I—” Theli glanced out the window and frowned.

      Aldari followed her gaze and saw Captain Hawk striding along beside their carriage, his long legs having no trouble keeping pace with the horses pulling it. It wasn’t the first time Aldari had noticed him out there. She hoped it was a good sign, that it meant he wanted to keep an eye on her and make sure nothing happened, but she couldn’t help but wonder if those pointed elven ears heard better than human ears, and their voices were audible to him.

      “He’s awfully interested in you,” Theli said.

      “My great beauty, no doubt.” Aldari waved a self-deprecating hand down the length of her pale blue dress.

      Theli frowned at her. “Your beauty is fine. You’re not as voluptuous as your sister, but you’re pretty. Especially when you focus on who you’re talking to instead of vacantly thinking about some book.”

      “You don’t vacantly think about books. You assiduously and academically ponder them.”

      “Not the way I do it.” Theli waved at her murder mystery.

      “That’s possibly true.”

      Captain Hawk jogged out of view, heading up to talk to one of the elves.

      “Maybe I should go out there and have a chat with the mercenaries,” Aldari said.

      “A chat with mercenaries? Why don’t you just jab your pencil in my heart? You know they kill people for a living, right? We have no idea whose blood that was on their armor when they first arrived in town.”

      “Father hired them. I’m sure he researched them before he did so and believes they’re trustworthy.” Aldari would have believed that more herself if she hadn’t caught those calculating glances from Hawk. No, not calculating, exactly. Triumphant—that was the word that had come to mind. “But just in case, they might be more predisposed to risk their lives for us if they like us.”

      “How are you going to inspire that feeling in them?”

      “By being personable and offering them candy.” Aldari patted her pocket and reached for the door handle.

      “Don’t you have anything else you can share? They may find elf ears offensive. Do you think their people name candies after our body parts?”

      “All the stories I’ve heard suggest the elves are too busy fighting for their lives to have time for confectionery-making hobbies.” Aldari wasn’t sure she could even imagine the battle-worn elves eating candy. Well, maybe Hawk. He knew how to smile. “If only I could trust it,” she muttered.

      Theli raised her eyebrows.

      “Never mind.” Aldari poked into one of her bags. “I have the latest Puzzles Quarterly that I could share with them.” She withdrew and waved the cherished periodical that her grandfather had first ordered for her on her fifth birthday, when she’d solved a little puzzle he’d brought back from the Yi Kingdom. “Do you think they like hedge hoppers? Or word scrambles?”

      “We’ve been on the road for four hours. Haven’t you solved everything in there yet?”

      “Well, I haven’t done the mazes. Those hardly count as puzzles.” Aldari usually saved those for Rothi. Sadly, she wouldn’t be able to share them with him this time.

      Theli shook her head. “If you’re not back in ten minutes, I’m coming out after you. Mistress Haproh would be horrified by the idea of you chatting with mercenaries without a chaperone. Or at all.”

      “That’s because it was her duty to guard our virtue when Shydena and I were growing up. Fortunately, we’re mature adults now and don’t need chaperones.”

      “Uh huh, and that’s why your father asked me to make sure none of the soldiers ogled you inappropriately—and vice versa.” Theli rested a hand on her mace, as if she was already rethinking her willingness to grant Aldari ten minutes.

      “He did not.”

      Theli raised frank eyebrows.

      “Did he really?” Aldari asked.

      “He was more worried about them than you, I gather, but yes. We’re on a days-long journey and surrounded by nothing but men. I’m not here only to guard you from bandits.”

      Aldari sighed. “You’re welcome to come with me to chat and make sure nothing untoward happens.”

      Theli waved for her to go. “I’m more concerned about untowardness that might happen at night when we’re camped.”

      Aldari tucked her puzzle periodical back into her bag, suspecting military men would find candy more appealing, then eased the door open. After deciding they were moving slowly enough for her to jump down without falling and embarrassing herself, she hopped out. When she landed, a hand reached out to steady her. Captain Hawk.

      “You’re sticking close,” Aldari observed, hoping he wouldn’t prove overprotective and try to stuff her back into the carriage.

      She snorted to herself, not sure why she’d used the word try. Her half-hearted self-defense and swordsmanship lessons with Weapons Master Jerfor meant she wasn’t completely helpless, and could doubtless escape a drunken sailor in an alley, but the elves were neither seamen nor inebriated.

      “Are you charmed by my attentive nearness?” Hawk asked. “Or appalled by my stifling aegis?”

      “Aegis? You have an impressive vocabulary for a non-native speaker.”

      Admittedly, it was a good vocabulary for a native speaker as well. Not many of the soldiers around the castle threw around words like aegis.

      “As the leader of a world-traveling mercenary company, I need to be able to communicate with employers of all sorts.”

      A gruff call in Elven came from behind. Lieutenant Setvik. He walked at the rear of the caravan between two alert elves scanning the shoreline and the roadside cranberry bogs and blueberry farms. Berries were among the few crops that didn’t mind the short northern summers and the salty sea air.

      Father’s horseback soldiers were gossiping with each other, less attentive here in their homeland. Aldari trusted they would be more alert as they drew nearer the mountains.

      “Also gruff colleagues. My pardon, Your Highness.” Hawk gave her an abbreviated bow before trotting back to join his lieutenant.

      The idea of chatting with any of the other elves daunted Aldari, and she didn’t know if any more of them spoke Hyric—the language of the Seven Kingdoms—but she spotted Lieutenant Sabor, the officer in charge of her father’s troops, at the head of the caravan and jogged to catch up with him. As with the other soldiers, he was riding on horseback. Aldari wondered if the elves opted to walk on foot for some military reason, such as to harden their bodies with greater exercise, or if horses simply weren’t used in their homeland.

      “Your Highness,” Lieutenant Sabor blurted in surprise when she caught up with him. “What are you doing on foot?” He glanced back at her carriage, as if expecting to find it on fire, for what other reason could have prompted her to get out? “Can I get you a horse?”

      “That’s not necessary, Lieutenant. I just wanted to ask you something.” Aldari glanced back to make sure none of the elves were close and wondered again about how keen their hearing was.

      “Yes, of course.” For a moment, Sabor looked like he might order one of his men to dismount and provide her with a horse, but he settled for sliding off and walking beside her. “If it’s about the elves, I’ve heard of them. At first, I was a little affronted that your father believed we needed such assistance. Pardon, Your Highness, as I mean no disrespect to king or crown, but my men are very capable. But there have been numerous incidents in the pass this summer, and… you’ve heard about the villages we lost in the foothills, I trust.” His forehead creased as he considered her. “Does your father keep you abreast of politics? I know your brother is the heir, but…”

      “I’m aware of how threatened our people are and how precarious our independence is right now, yes.” Aldari managed not to sound affronted herself—it wasn’t as if the lieutenant knew her well enough to know if she followed kingdom events closely or not.

      “The Moon Swords are supposed to be very good. They helped defend the Razgizar Kingdom against the buccaneers harassing their shores last year. Defeated them utterly, if the stories can be believed, even though their numbers were far fewer. The elves are amazing warriors.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

      Hoofbeats on the road ahead drew their attention. A blue-uniformed rider was pounding toward them at a gallop, concern in his eyes. They were between villages with only a few houses visible between the bogs and farms. The wide road behind the soldier was empty.

      “That’s Corporal Gomoth, our scout.” Sabor swung back onto his horse and rode out to meet his man.

      If Aldari had been on horseback, she would have gone after him. As it was, she was half-tempted to hurry up to the meeting, but the feeling of being watched came over her. When she glanced back and found Hawk jogging toward her, she wasn’t surprised. He didn’t make a sound, neither weapons nor armor jangling as he glided over the stone highway on light feet.

      She was about to say she’d decided his constant attention was more stifling than charming, but he merely nodded at her on his way past and ran up to join the troops. That made her feel foolish for her assumptions but not so foolish that she didn’t jog ahead to catch up with the group. She was glad she’d opted for practical travel boots instead of the sandals her sister had said looked good with her dress.

      “There are bodies ahead,” the scout was saying when Aldari caught up. “Men and women with their throats torn out in and around a farmhouse. It looks like vorgs were responsible, but the vorgs are dead too. There are dozens of their furry bodies, the animals taken down by blades and bows.”

      Aldari stared at him and then toward the farmland ahead. She’d heard of the furred, fanged, and horned vorgs, and there were two stuffed vorg heads mounted over one of the fireplaces in the castle, but she’d never seen a living one. The big predators resided in the mountains where they hunted wolves, bears, and elk. Or at least, that was where they were supposed to reside.

      “There could be more vorgs in the area, hiding in the bushes. It’s not safe to continue until we’ve checked it out and—” The scout noticed Aldari and gawked at her in surprise.

      “Go ahead, Corporal Gomoth,” Aldari urged, wanting him to continue. Who had killed the vorgs? And why had the creatures been here to start with?

      Gomoth looked uncertainly at Sabor.

      “Your Highness,” Sabor said. “Perhaps you could wait in your carriage. Once I’ve learned everything, I can give you a full report.”

      “If I hear your scout’s report for myself, you don’t need to give me a separate accounting.” An accounting that would doubtless be edited to be less gruesome and thus more appropriate for the ears of a princess.

      “It may be dangerous, Your Highness,” Sabor said. “I’d like you to stay in the carriage until we’ve dealt with the creatures and made sure the road is suitable for a lady to pass along.”

      What were they going to do? Drag all the dead bodies out of view and wash away the blood before they let her come?

      “We don’t always get what we like, Lieutenant. Continue the report, please.” Aldari waved toward the scout.

      “That’s not necessary,” Hawk said. “I can tell you what happened.”

      The soldiers turned toward him.

      “We killed the vorgs yesterday.” Hawk pointed to himself and his mercenaries. “We came this way to report for our duty at the castle. It was early in the morning, and the vorgs were attacking the people coming out of their house to work. There were a lot of them, and we were too late to save everyone. The humans who survived ran off to neighboring properties instead of speaking with us.”

      “Why didn’t you report this when you arrived at the castle?” Sabor asked.

      “We weren’t allowed into the castle until it was time to join the caravan this morning.” Hawk twitched a shoulder and glanced at Aldari. Had they been wandering around sightseeing and killing time when they’d stumbled into the library and found her? Since they’d walked up to greet her by name, that was unlikely. “This is not our land, and we don’t know what’s common or rare. I assumed the people who got away would handle the necessary reporting.” Hawk lifted his chin. “Also, there are no vorgs left alive. We handled the problem fully.”

      Sabor looked more flabbergasted than appreciative as he peered around the countryside. “We should have had warning. If we’d known vorgs had come down from the mountains— Why have they come down from the mountains?” Sabor waved at Aldari. Implying what? That her father wouldn’t have set her caravan out if he’d known there would be threats?

      “Nothing would have changed,” Aldari said firmly. “I have to reach Orath by the end of the week to meet my future husband and his family before the wedding next week. I understand the Orathians set the date before Father even accepted the proposal. They have a big festival coming up, and Prince Xerik planned to marry someone.”

      Maybe she shouldn’t have said all that—or hinted that she wasn’t that pleased about her fate—for Hawk looked at her oddly. Were arranged marriages not common in his land? If so, she envied him that, the option to choose whomever he pleased.

      “It would have been nice to know there was an additional threat,” Sabor muttered.

      Not wanting the elves to think her people unappreciative, Aldari faced Hawk. “On behalf of Delantria, I thank you and your mercenaries for coming to the assistance of these farmers and for risking yourselves to attack the vorgs.”

      “You are welcome.”

      “Lieutenant Sabor.” Aldari pointed to a spot a ways off the road. “May I have a word with you in private?”

      “Of course.”

      After glancing at Hawk—and his pointed ears—Aldari led Sabor farther away than she might have otherwise. “Please send your scout ahead again,” she said softly, “and confirm that all the vorgs are dead and that there aren’t any… discrepancies in Captain Hawk’s story.”

      Sabor arched his eyebrows. “You don’t think he’s telling the truth?”

      “He probably is, but let’s verify it, all right?” Aldari found it strange that the elves hadn’t mentioned the vorgs to anyone when they’d arrived, especially since people had been killed, but it was also possible that dealing with packs of predators was so commonplace to them that they didn’t think much of such events.

      “Yes, Your Highness.”

      “Also send one of your men back to the capital to report this. Father will want to know about it, and he’ll likely send out troops to make sure there aren’t more infestations of deadly predators in the mainlands.”

      “We may need all of our men for the journey ahead,” Sabor said.

      “I’m sure we can spare one, especially since we have the elves. If their company is as deadly as you say, and if they killed dozens of vorgs…” She spread her palm toward the sky.

      Sabor’s expression was mulish, but he didn’t argue further. Aldari was glad for that. This was her first trip into the countryside without the rest of her family or an older chaperone along, and she hadn’t been positive the men would defer to her.

      “I’ll tell my soldier to ride quickly and return as soon as possible,” Sabor said.

      “Perfect.” Aldari smiled at him, hoping he didn’t find her too difficult. Her sister likely would have remained in the carriage and let the men handle everything, but Aldari preferred to know what was going on and have input. “Thank you.”

      “But do us a favor, please, Your Highness. As we continue on, stay in the carriage.” Sabor glanced toward the road ahead. “With the curtains drawn. You shouldn’t be exposed to death and gore. It’ll give you nightmares.”

      “I’ll ride in the carriage.”

      Aldari didn’t make any promises about the curtains. Though she had no desire to see death and gore, she also couldn’t imagine shutting herself off to its existence, to the knowledge that her people had been killed. What if the Taldarians had driven the vorgs out of the mountains, either by accident, through their mining operations, or on purpose, to further weaken Delantria in preparation for a full-out invasion?

      That possibility was what would give her nightmares and ensure she would, whether she wished it or not, hurry to reach Orath and walk down the aisle with Prince Xerik.
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      The next morning, the caravan wound its way into the mountains, what had once been part of the King’s Road but now had numerous signs marking it as the Taldar Highway. Bumpy and full of potholes, it hadn’t seen any improvements since the empire had taken control of the mountains. At least they hadn’t closed it to travelers and posted sentries to keep citizens from other nations from using it.

      Towering evergreens rose to either side of the highway, their branches sometimes stretching out over the road and blocking out the sun, and Aldari almost missed a sign that promised a crossroads ahead. In one direction, over the mountains to the southeast, lay the heart of the Taldar Empire. Toward the southwest, the way they would go, lay the Orath Kingdom. She started in surprise at a third destination that was mentioned, the Forever Fog River and the elven continent of Serth.

      At any point, they could have cut across the Delantrian Peninsula and headed east and reached that wide river, but no roads in the kingdom went toward it. The dangers of the river and the elven lands beyond were well known. Aldari was surprised there was a road here and wondered if the mercenaries had come that way.

      “I saw a cougar watching us from a cliff,” Theli said, her nose pressed to the window as she gazed out, “but no vorgs, drajkar, packs of dire wolves, or anything else likely to attack the caravan.”

      “We’re probably safe until nightfall.”

      Unfortunately, they would have to camp in the shadow of the great peaks. No matter how fast they traveled, the caravan wouldn’t make it through the mountains in a single day.

      “That might be what those farmers thought,” Theli said grimly.

      Her grave expression made Aldari wonder if she’d caught a glimpse of some of the bodies. The human bodies. They hadn’t closed the curtains as they rode past the farm, and some of the soldiers had been pulling vorg corpses away from the road. The people who lived in the area had been in the process of burning them in a pyre, but Aldari had spotted a number of the dead two-legged furred and horned creatures. Larger and more powerful than grizzly bears, they were known to run in packs, but she’d been shocked by the sheer number that had descended on the farm. Once again, she wondered if someone could have manipulated them into attacking.

      Old tales of witches and wizards and magic came to mind, though Aldari had never seen proof that humans had any aptitude for the ancient arcane arts. Even the elves, who’d supposedly made all of the magical weapons and relics that existed in the world, had lost the knack for it. Though magic existed in strange and sometimes deadly places around the natural world, its cultivation was a lost and forgotten art from a past age. If the vorgs had been coerced, it had likely been with arrows or perhaps explosives. The Taldarians were reputedly refining handheld black-powder weapons to rival the power of cannons on warships.

      “Tell me a tale of death and woe,” Theli sang softly, “and into the shadows I’ll not go.”

      Not recognizing the lyrics, Aldari was about to ask if she’d composed them when the thunder of hoofbeats reached her ears. Frowning, she closed the book she’d been halfheartedly reading and scooted closer to the window.

      A fist pounded on the door, startling her, and she jumped to her feet and cracked her head on the ceiling. Theli surged into a crouch, her mace in hand.

      “Hostiles ahead,” a uniformed soldier on horseback yelled. “Stay inside!”

      He galloped out of view, and other mounted soldiers, as well as several of the elves on foot, rushed past in the same direction. Captain Hawk appeared, peering in at them, and he hesitated for a moment, matching pace with the carriage. Did he think he needed to stay behind to guard Aldari?

      “Go ahead,” she called. “I’ve got Theli. And a book the size of a coffee table.”

      Theli shot her an exasperated look. “Get your dagger out, Your Highness. Just in case.”

      In the confines of the carriage, the last thing Aldari wanted was to tumble when they hit a pothole and inadvertently cut Theli, but she did pull out the weapon. Ahead of the caravan, the distant clang of steel striking steel sounded, and her hands shook with the realization that they truly were being attacked. And not by vorgs—vorgs didn’t carry swords—but by men. Men from the empire? Men who wanted to rob them? Or men who’d been sent to stop her wedding and the alliance with Orath?

      The carriage lurched and sped up, almost pitching Aldari back into her seat. Horses squealed, and the coachman cursed, trying to calm them down. From inside, Aldari couldn’t see the man, but she had no trouble envisioning him struggling to keep the scared animals under control.

      A boom rang out amid more clashing of steel. One of the black-powder weapons she’d been thinking about? If so, their attackers were almost certainly from the empire.

      “We should have sailed,” Theli said.

      “Orath is landlocked.” Aldari sank to the carriage floor to steady herself as it wobbled and clunked into potholes. They were going even faster now.

      “They’ve got a river.”

      “With the mouth in the desert in another kingdom. Besides, by the time we sailed around the horn and through the Storm Shoals, it would have taken weeks instead of days, and there are plenty of pirates in those waters.”

      “Why don’t you just stab me through the heart with your logic and kill me here?”

      “Have I mentioned how delightful it is that you’re always implicating me in your hypothetical deaths?”

      “It’s to make you feel guilty enough to ensure good behavior.” Theli braced her free hand against the doorjamb and peered out the window as the carriage rocked. “Since bodyguards aren’t allowed to spank princesses.”

      “Ha ha.”

      Something snapped, and the carriage jolted so hard that it pitched them both into the back wall. One of the wheels had broken.

      The coachman’s frantic voice sounded, ordering the horses to stop, but the team kept tugging the wobbling carriage along, even as it rocked ferociously, hurling Aldari and Theli from side to side. Aldari swore and tried to sheath the dagger she’d drawn, afraid she would cut herself or Theli as they flew about. Pain battered her from all sides as her shoulder, head, and hip clunked against the walls and floor.

      “We need to get out of here,” she yelled, crawling toward the door.

      If Hawk was still out there, maybe he could protect them if they leaped out.

      Theli grabbed her arm. “We’ll be easy targets out there. Don’t assume they want you alive.”

      No, Aldari wouldn’t. If all the empire wanted was to stop the wedding, killing her would achieve that just fine.

      “We could be pummeled to death in here.”

      No sooner had her words come out than another snap sounded, this one thunderous in the confined space. The carriage pitched sideways and tumbled off the road. As they rolled down an incline, Aldari couldn’t keep from shrieking as the floor became the ceiling, then the floor, and then the ceiling again. She flew through the air and crashed into Theli before hitting a bench. They tumbled together into a wall, with Theli landing on her.

      Glass shattered as a branch thrust through the window in the door. An instant later, the carriage slammed into a tree and halted so abruptly that Aldari hit her head and bit her tongue. Blood tainted her mouth as she gasped in pain.

      Theli squirmed off her and tumbled to the floor. No, the ceiling. The floor was above them now, with the sides of a wall smashed inward. The scent of pine needles filled the air, the branch thrusting through the window taking up half the interior.

      Hoofbeats raced past on the road that was now uphill from them. The clangs of swords clashing were much closer now.

      Though her entire body hurt, Aldari squeezed past the branch, hoping to see out through the broken window. Which side was winning? Were Lieutenant Sabor and the elves still alive?

      Something warm trickled down her forehead. Blood.

      “Stay here,” Theli rasped.

      With the branch thrust through the window, Aldari couldn’t have opened the door to get out if she’d wished to. “I just want to see outside.”

      “I just want to die,” Theli groaned, her hand to her ribs.

      There were medical supplies under the coachman’s seat, but getting to them would be a challenge. Aldari couldn’t tell if the man—or the horses, for that matter—was still out there.

      They’d landed such that Aldari could see up the slope back to the road, and Hawk and Setvik were visible, crouched back to back as they fought six men who’d surrounded them. Two blue-uniformed soldiers lay nearby, their weapons fallen from their hands, their eyes open but glazed as they stared upward. Lieutenant Sabor was one of them, and Aldari feared he was dead.

      Big shaggy men with beards, wild hair, and chain mail vests swung huge two-handed swords and heavy axes meant not to log trees but to cleave off heads. Taldarian mountain men. They roared as they attacked, their dark eyes blazing with battle lust.

      With the elves surrounded, Aldari didn’t see how they could win, but they were as fast and deadly as the stories promised. Their feet, hands, and blades moved so quickly that Aldari struggled to follow the battle, except through the reactions of those they struck. One of the six men stumbled back, dropping his sword. Another followed, leaving an opening in the knot of enemies surrounding the two elves.

      Aldari thought Hawk and Setvik might come out on top, but one of those black-powder weapons fired from up the road. A projectile clipped Setvik’s shoulder, knocking him back.

      Two men sprang for him, weapons raised as they tried to take advantage. Somehow, Hawk blocked them both even as he kicked a third man and parried a sword meant for his head.

      Aldari shook her head in amazement at his speed but worried it wouldn’t be enough. Someone had to stop the shooter, or he would be able to pick off the elves.

      She fumbled for the door handle, but it was warped and only half accessible. Aldari struggled to turn it, then shoved at the door with her shoulder, swatting aside pine needles in her face. Maybe she could lever her dagger into the gap and that would help.

      “Aldari,” Theli warned. “Don’t—”

      Metal screeched as a shadow fell across the broken window, and someone ripped the door from its hinges. A hulking bear of a man snarled as he stepped into view. His eyes lit when he spotted Aldari, and he hefted his battle-axe over his head.

      Aldari reacted instinctively. Her dagger was still up, and she thrust it toward his belly, toward a gap in the chainmail. As soon as the weapon drove into his flesh, she let go and flung herself backward.

      His axe came down, smashing into the branch and the broken frame of the carriage. It missed her by scant inches. Theli grabbed her shoulder, pulling her farther inside.

      The man bellowed, a mixture of pain and rage. He yanked the dagger free—it had only sunk in a couple of inches—and threw it to the ground before thrusting his axe into the carriage. The branch impeded him, but he jabbed and swung, trying to force his way to them.

      As Aldari sucked in her belly and pressed her back to the warped wall of the carriage, Theli lunged forward with her mace. She avoided the swinging blade and smashed her weapon onto the man’s wrist. He bellowed again, jerking back, but unfortunately, he didn’t drop his weapon. Knowing he would keep trying to kill them, Aldari grabbed her heavy book to use as a shield—or maybe a club.

      Abruptly, the man’s roar halted and he stiffened, arching his back. Only when his axe dropped from his limp fingers did Aldari realize what had happened. The brute pitched sideways, revealing Hawk standing behind him, a sword and dagger in his hands.

      Blood dripped from a cut in his temple, and his wild blond hair was matted with crimson stains. He looked like an avenging scythe lord out of ancient mythology, ready to cart them off to the River of Death, but he’d saved their lives. Outside, the sounds of battle had faded, the mountain air growing still, not even a bird calling.

      Aldari slumped back, the book falling from her lap. They’d lived.

      But how many others had died? She thought of Sabor’s vacant eyes and swallowed, her mouth dry and her throat tight. Tears threatened, but she blinked them away. She had to hold it together.

      “Thank you, Captain Hawk,” she managed to say as he lowered his weapons, his gaze scouring Aldari and lingering on the wound that was dripping blood into her eyes. She wiped away the moisture. “Are you able to give me a report?”

      “We were attacked by approximately forty wild mountain bandits, or so they appeared,” Hawk said. “Several shouted orders at each other and used rank, so it’s possible they were dressed to pass as a motley band but were in fact military men. They were well trained and fought as a unit.”

      “Men sent by the empire.”

      “Or someone else who objects to your trip. Or its ultimate goal?” Hawk raised his eyebrows.

      “The wedding is to cement an alliance between my kingdom and Orath. My father has been promised that once I’m married to Prince Xerik, Orath will send troops to help keep Delantria independent. We’ve surmised that those who want our kingdom for themselves would prefer we remain unable to defend ourselves against the empire’s superior numbers.” She couldn’t keep the bitterness out of her voice.

      Setvik walked up, gripping his shoulder where he’d been shot as blood trickled through his fingers. He also sounded bitter, or maybe disgusted, when he spoke to Hawk in their language.

      Hawk pointed at the mountain road that had turned into a battlefield, with bodies strewn up and down its length, and said something curt in return. Setvik argued. Hawk grew even more curt. Setvik glowered at him without moving. Hawk asked a soft question as they glared at each other, neither breaking eye contact.

      Aldari wished she understood their language.

      Setvik finally looked away and shouted an order to their mercenaries.

      “I’m not sure if any of your soldiers who remained in the area survived,” Hawk told Aldari, the calmness returning to his voice and face.

      Did that mean that some of her father’s troops had fled? Aldari frowned at the idea of them abandoning their duty.

      “My people are checking now,” Hawk added, “but several of them were also injured.”

      “I’m sorry.” Aldari looked over her shoulder to Theli, feeling even more fortunate that they’d survived. “I’m not sure I can speak for my future husband, but I know my father will reward your people for staying with us.”

      Hawk smiled sadly. “I’m afraid he won’t.”

      “Why?”

      Setvik folded his arms over his chest.

      “Because that is the way to Orath Kingdom.” Hawk pointed to the rightmost road branching off from the crossroads ahead. It was as the sign had announced, with two roads forming a V, each continuing deeper into the mountains but toward different passes and different destinations. What looked like little more than an overgrown animal path meandered off to the left, following the mountains instead of crossing over them.

      “Yes…” Aldari couldn’t keep the puzzlement from her voice. “I read the sign, and I’ve seen maps.”

      Hawk shifted his finger to point at the animal trail. “And that is the way we’re taking you.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Did he not think it would be safe for them to continue toward the pass? Was there an alternate way through the mountains, one where they’d be less likely to encounter imperial soldiers?

      Setvik smiled coldly. “We’re kidnapping you, Princess.”
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