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Chapter One
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Princess Shawnia raised a gloved hand, halting her warriors in knee-deep snow. The drifts partially hid a copse of winter-dead trees only a stone’s throw ahead. Smoke twisted in the bitter prairie wind once it cleared the barren branches protecting the bandit camp.

Shawnia and her five warriors had hobbled their mounts far enough away that their approach would, hopefully, go unnoticed. They stepped quietly through the snowdrifts on soft-soled leather boots, the dull red hide of their thick coats protection from both wind and enemy blade.

From the raucous shouts and drunken laughter carrying on the crisp winter air, the bandits remained oblivious to her approach. If any cared about the villagers they had left bleeding in the snow or the families who may starve without the food and livestock they stole, they gave no sign. Shawnia’s fingers tightened around her knife until she could feel its worn hilt through her hide glove.

Above layers of muffling cloth wrapped around her lower face, Shawnia met Waseyaa’s eyes and tipped her chin to the left. The warrior nodded, then crouched, keeping the snowdrift between her and the trees, crossbow already in her hand. Waseyaa’s husband, Byron, followed on her heels, gloved hand loosening his sword in its scabbard.

Shawnia sent the other three warriors to the right, then she took a deep breath and crept forward among the trees. Cries for more drink were swept toward her by a sharp wind. She blinked her frost-tipped eyelashes to clear her vision while keeping an eye on the dozen figures visible in the heart of the huddled thicket.

“Gimme that, you greedy son of a bitch.”

“Sod off. Where do you find a brothel in this stinking wasteland?”

“Ask your mother.”

More raucous laughter from the bandits. No warning call. No challenge. Good.

The thieves were too busy with their celebration to set a watch, or those on watch had abandoned their posts to join the party. Likely youth. Contempt for their self-serving brutality mingled with pity for whatever desperation drove them to steal. Not that either adolescence or deprivation excused their violence toward her people.

Several villagers had been wounded when they tried to prevent the bandits from stealing their winter stores. Their headman had died of a blade to the stomach. Shawnia’s heart clenched. If only she had crossed paths with these bandits sooner, prevented the attack, that headman would be alive. Her guilt smouldered into anger. Luckily her tour of the north prairie settlements brought her to the village only hours after an assault, with a fresh trail leading here.

Shawnia glanced left. Waseyaa and Byron waited, far enough from each other that any counterattack would be forced to target them separately but close enough to aid each other. Waseyaa drew her crossbow. On the right, Cristian and her last two warriors had spread out with weapons at the ready. The bandits were surrounded. Now to interrupt their celebration with fitting justice.

She armed her crossbow. Holding it at her side, she ducked under brittle branches, keeping the noise of her passage to a minimum but no longer attempting to hide. The smell of roasting meat, sour beer, and unwashed bodies penetrated the cloth around her lower face. Most of the thieves were indeed youths, wrapped in fur-lined coats, probably pillaged. All but one had the blond hair of northerners, none with the red hair or freckles of her prairie people.

At the edge of the camp, a fallen twig snapped beneath her boot. She paused, muscles tense, alert for any of the figures huddled around their fire to turn and notice her, but the sound was lost beneath their slurred insults and off-colour jokes.

Partially hidden behind one of the thickest trunks, she scanned their encampment. Most of the stolen food was heaped in a sled. Three open potato sacks spilled onto the ground. A broken clay jar leaked pickle juice into the trampled slush. A cow tied to the sled wailed mournfully, her udder swollen. Food that made the difference between starvation and wellbeing for a village. For her people. Her teeth ground together.

“Someone take care of that stupid cow.”

“Leaving her for you, big fella.” One of the youths patted another on the back.

In response, he shoved the first one hard enough to dump him into the snow. “Shut your trap. You’re just jealous females always pick me over you.”

The first only laughed. “Until they see that teeny, tiny thing in your pants.”

Even slurred, their speech had the sharp vowels and clipped consonants of the mountain kingdom beyond the northern border. They should have stayed there.

One of the gang lurched to his feet and stumbled toward the trees close to where she stood. She brought up her crossbow, ready to shoot if he raised a weapon. But the man weaving toward her, head down while undoing his pants ties, never looked her way.

A root buried beneath the snow sent him stumbling. His curses fogged the air with the stench of stale liquor.

Unlike the others, this bandit was old, at least as old as her father. A scratched leather scabbard dangled from a rope around his waist, his sword hilt worn shiny. White scar tissue bisected his left cheek and chin. Probably the leader of this gang. Maybe the one responsible for the death of the headman.

She aimed her crossbow at his belly.

A stream of his urine splashed onto the white ground, turning it into a yellow puddle. Left-handed. He was a head taller than her, wiry instead of muscled. In spite of his intoxication, he would be a difficult opponent in a hand-to-hand battle.

His chin raised. His bleary eyes met hers. The hand holding his manhood made an aborted movement toward his sword hilt before he froze, gaze darting to her crossbow. His head swivelled left and right, eyes widening at the sight of her warriors surrounding their little camp.

“Toss your weapon on the ground.” She kept her bow trained on his stomach, quelling the urge to kill him. She was here to deliver justice, not revenge.

His eyes narrowed slightly but he drew his sword, then tossed it at the nearest tree with a flick of his wrist. It clanged against the trunk and plopped into the snow.

“You okay there, old man?” One of the youths around the fire looked over. When he saw Shawnia, he jumped to his feet, already drawing a knife from his pouch.

Waseyaa’s bolt went through his right hand before he could throw the knife. Howling in pain, the bandit fell to his knees, cradling his wounded hand as blood soaked his pillaged clothing.

Three more bandits leapt up, swords drawn, while others flattened themselves in the dirty snow. Cristian’s arrow clanged against the flat of one blade. It flew from the bandit’s hand, vibrating, and bounced against the frozen ground. Cursing, the bandit shook out his wrist. The other two dropped their weapons and held up their hands.

The old man facing Shawnia gripped a knife. Concealed in his sleeve, part of her brain thought, as his weapon swung toward her.

She aimed her crossbow and released a bolt. He swore and cupped his left hand in his right. Blood dripped where her bolt had grazed his fingers. His knife lay several arm’s lengths away, her bolt embedded in a tree trunk above it. A satisfied smile curled her chapped lips. She reloaded her bow.

While the bandit Waseyaa shot still howled, the old soldier in front of Shawnia never so much as whimpered. He glared at her from beneath wispy, grey brows while blood seeped into his left sleeve cradled against his chest, trousers sagging to his knees.

A brave warrior. Grudging respect tempered her hatred of this man who had brought misery to her villagers.

She held his gaze. Probably a former mercenary who earned a good living during the civil war in the northern kingdom, then pissed away his fortune in the years since. After twenty years of peace in the north, those old warriors who were unable to find other work resorted to thievery. An easy way out, they thought. But it was not easy. She would ensure they learned that.

“Drop the rest of your weapons,” she said to all of them. “Including the one in your boot.” She grinned at the old mercenary.

His lips thinned. Then, slowly, he pulled a blade from his boot and tossed it to the urine-soaked slush. He yanked up his pants with his uninjured hand.

“Over there.” She gestured for him to join his fellows.

Jaw still tight, he awkwardly retied his trousers one-handed as he shuffled backwards to those crouched around the fire, bleeding on the ground, or standing with hands held high.

Without lowering her weapon, Shawnia followed him. Her warriors remained in position in the trees surrounding the camp, ready to assist if the thieves tried again to fight.

“Gather your possessions, if anything you have is truly yours.” Her gaze skipped around the silent circle of bandits. “You will return what you stole, help repair the homes you damaged, and do whatever else is asked by those you hurt. Then my warriors will escort you to the border to return to your north country.”

“I can’t work injured.” One youth on the ground raised his bloody hand, tears in his eyes.

“I understand that in your kingdom, it is common to cut fingers off the hands of thieves.” Her lips tilted up in inappropriate relish at the idea of such a fitting punishment.

The youth paled and pulled his wounded hand against his chest.

“We’re not so barbaric here.” Shawnia met the eyes of each in turn, standing, kneeling, or crouching in the trampled drifts. “But if you ever return to this kingdom, that will be your fate.”

One of those prone on the ground whimpered.

“Your injuries will be treated in the village.” Her tone sharpened. “The healer there has recently had experience with battle wounds.” Suffering these thieves had caused. An urge to inflict suffering on them in return warred with her good judgement.

They stared at the ground.

“Which of you is responsible for the death of the villager?” She glanced around the circle of youths, keeping one eye on the bandit leader. If any of them at least had the honour to admit their deed, it would earn them a bit of respect.

Heads turned in an exchange of glances but the only answer was the cow lowing plaintively.

Shawnia waited, motionless. Winter wind tugged at the bare branches and their frosty breaths.

The old bandit lifted his chin. “I am.” His northern vowels were even sharper than his younger companions.

Her fingers tightened on her crossbow.

His chest expanded but he remained still, holding her gaze.

The village headman had died painfully, coughing blood, unable to speak through his gurgling lungs. Even unarmed, he had put himself between these thieves and his people’s foodstores.

Not that killing this old man would heal those grieving the headman’s death.

Her hand trembled slightly. She felt the tension in her warriors’ stillness. Waiting to see if their leader would execute this man.

Her father never advocated punishment over reconciliation. Even hardened warriors felt remorse when looking their victims in the eye. If this mercenary understood the harm he caused, and took responsibility for his action, he might choose another way, a better way, to feed himself. Eventually even seek forgiveness.

Revenge never resulted in peace. Her hand steadied and she released her grip on the crossbow’s trigger.

Shawnia looked the old man in the eye. Her voice carried on the winter air. “You will listen to the villagers while they speak of the loss of their leader and you will look into the faces of his widow and children as they express their grief.”

The old man’s white brows drew together, stretching the scar across his lower face. The first flicker of fear she had seen cross his expression.

“All of you,” she gestured at the defeated renegades, “start packing.”

Through grumbling and groaning, those of the group who remained unscathed began collecting scattered food and belongings.

Satisfaction settled on her shoulders as she surveyed their efforts. Her people had suffered, but there would be no future attacks from this group of thieves. Once her warriors marched them to the border, several days’ ride north to the foothills, they would be wise to stay there. In spite of unnecessary clatter as the bandits collected and threw everything into the sled, calm returned to her thoughts.

She lowered her crossbow, but kept it in her right hand. The icy winter wind tugged a few strands of frost-tipped red hair across her cheek and she tucked them behind her ear with her left. With the exception of this raid, her people throughout the northern province of her kingdom were content. Game was plentiful on the prairie, more so than usual, sickness rare, and winter storms had been infrequent and short. Her father would be pleased.

The thought of home pulled at her heartstrings. Her tours of the outlying settlements frequently took her away for more than a fortnight at a time, and this time the moon had waxed and waned again without spending a night in her tent in the royal town. A long time since she lay wrapped in Rajesh’s arms. After she supervised reparations, her warriors could deliver the cutthroats to the northern kingdom while Shawnia returned to her own warm blankets.

Her warriors remained alert, but drew closer to stand along the edges of the camp, the bandits’ weapons piled at Cristian’s feet. Waseyaa and Byron stood side by side, close enough that he put his free arm around her shoulder and she leaned her hip against him.

A tingle of envy pierced the serenity enveloping Shawnia. As much as she treasured Rajesh’s tender touch, she had yet to choose him as a lifemate. When she returned home, she should turn her attention to that important decision. If not him, then another. It was past time.

Cristian nudged her with an elbow. He tipped his chin in the direction of the Waseyaa and Byron. “Wish that was waiting for me at the end of a hard, cold day.”

“Me, too.” Her voice was too soft for him to hear but understanding flashed in his eyes. She slanted him an arch look. “You didn’t seem lonely.”

Despite his claim to want a lifemate, Cristian never lacked company in any village they visited. Several mornings his bedroll remained in his pack, unused. He only waggled frosty red eyebrows, a shade lighter than hers, in response. For most of her people, their freckles faded by the time they reached adulthood but a smattering of spots trailed across his nose, darker red beneath his ruddy cheeks.

A clay jar shattered in the back of the sled.

Shawnia’s crossbow, still nocked, trained on the two tossing food into the sled. They froze.

“Careful, or you’ll be digging for winter vegetables to replenish food stores.”

The pair glared at her, but said nothing as they returned stiffly to gathering the stolen goods. There was no further throwing or breaking.

Cristian pulled the cloth wrappings away from his face. His breath was a frosty cloud, eyes sparkling. “Did you see my shot?”

She flicked her gaze toward the bandit whose sword had been knocked from his grip by Cristian’s arrow. The thief still favoured his right wrist.

“I assume you were aiming for his hand and missed?”

Cristian stuck his nose in the air in mock offence. “It was a brilliant shot.” He tipped his chin toward the old soldier, awkwardly bandaging his left hand with his right. “Were you aiming for his hand or his knife?”

She arched a brow. “I always hit where I aim.”

He chuckled.

“Perhaps our next training session will settle any doubts.” For all her confident tone, he was as likely to beat her as she was to beat him. His freckled face and engaging smile disguised a competent warrior.

“Ugh.” Cristian rolled his eyes at the grey sky. “We’ve been on the road for a moon’s turn. We should get a reprieve from training for at least a fortnight.”

She kept her countenance stern, although she intended to suspend archery and hand-to-hand drills when they returned to the royal town. Everyone deserved rest and time with their families.

Waseyaa sighed and glanced their way from where she stood with her husband. “It will be good to be back in our own tent.”

“And to see the children.” Byron’s arm briefly tightened around his wife’s shoulders.

Another tingle of envy crawled through Shawnia’s thoughts. She had younger siblings to assist in the duties of ruling when her father grew aged, but she should have children of her own by now. Children and a partner who would give her strength as well as comfort, wise advice as well as laughter, friendship as well as intimacy. A lifemate who made her eyes glow the way Waseyaa’s did when she looked at her husband.

Cristian rubbed his gloved hands together. “I look forward to being home.”

“You’d go stir crazy if you were stuck among the tents of the royal town year-round,” Byron said.

Although the king’s pavilion moved between a sheltered winter valley and fertile summer fields, there were few new faces season to season.

Cristian gave an exaggerated shudder. “Never said I wanted to stay there. Just that I’d be glad to be back.” He glanced sideways at Shawnia. “I won’t envy you when it’s your turn on the throne.”

She swallowed hard. One of her siblings would take over patrols to outlying villages, tracking bandits, training and leading warriors while she was stuck inside the royal pavilion receiving petitioners from across the kingdom and trade delegations from beyond their borders, playing politics to keep them all content. Trying to maintain peaceful relations as easily as her father and her grandmother before him.

Cristian gave her another elbow nudge, softer this time. “You’ll be a great monarch.”

“You will,” Waseyaa echoed.

A swell of emotion thickened Shawnia’s throat. She was blessed to have these worthy fighters follow her leadership. To train with her, to ride with her, to fight at her side when needed. If only she would prove worthy of the trust they placed in her. “Thank you.”

Their kings and queens were knowledge keepers, educated and trained to serve their people. But if they failed in their duty to safeguard the kingdom then their proclamations would go unheeded, their advice would be questioned, and their calls for warriors would be ignored.

People listened when her father spoke, not because he held power over them, but because he was wise. Because he assured them of peace. They trusted his judgement, his compassion. He never spoke in anger or acted without thought.

She had nearly executed that old bandit in anger. How would she fill her father’s shoes?

“My cousin plans to visit,” Cristian said loudly enough to distract them all.

Byron raised a brow. “Long way from the southern border in mid-winter.”

“She wants to see Maria’s new baby.”

“Is your cousin the one whose brother walked across the Minnedosa river?” Waseyaa asked.

Shawnia cocked her head, not having heard this tale.

Laughter tugged at Cristian’s lips. “No. Her brother made the dare. It was his friend who accepted.”

Shawnia frowned. “That’s a fast-flowing river. Was the ice thick enough to cross?”

“Alcohol was involved.”

She rolled her eyes. But surely the story ended without tragedy since the rest were chuckling.

“He made it to the far shore but there was a snapping crack behind him and he scrambled the last bit on hands and knees. Then he had to take the long way home because it wasn’t safe to cross back.”

“Bet he was sober by then,” she muttered.

“By the time he reached a shallow section of river that was frozen solid, it was full dark. He heard something growl. It didn’t sound like an animal, but it was big and coming closer, so he ducked into the trees by the shoreline. Lights flashed across the ground and illuminated the trees for a moment, like lightning, and he smelled charcoal but there was no storm or fire. Only a kind of whining sound.”

“Whining or growling?” she asked.

“The details are foggy.”

Which suggested how much alcohol had been involved.

“Anyway, it was huge but it sped past him with the speed of a hummingbird, crunching snow and bushes beneath its feet. Before he got more than a glimpse between the tree trunks it disappeared, taking the light and smoky smell with it.”

She snorted. “A flying stormcloud that walks on the ground?”

“My cousin says her brother’s friend hasn’t touched a drop of alcohol since.”

She laughed. “I look forward to meeting your cousin and hearing more tales from the south.” She would also have to visit this friend on her tour to the southern border. Offer to have a drink with him. It was important to keep in touch with her people across the vastness of the prairie kingdom.

She glanced sideways once more at Waseyaa and Byron leaning together. It was also important to devote time to her future. This spring, or maybe summer, she would commit to choosing a lifemate.
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Chapter Two
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When her warriors left the village a ten-day later to march the former bandits north to the border, Shawnia returned to the royal town with her attendant, Rhonee. Her heart tugged as the two of them crested the last snow-covered rise, their mounts’ breath huffing in frosty clouds. A smile stretched across her face as she surveyed the peaceful town spread out in the bushy river valley just below.

At the outermost edge of concentric circles of four score tents, sheltered from bitter prairie winds, men and women dressed in thick coats unloaded carcasses. Others butchered the animals, shouting at children to help or get out of the way. Closer to the town’s centre, smoke rose from cookfires where villagers stirred and chopped or added fuel. Snippets of song lifted on the crisp air along with smoke and children’s laughter. Her people were well, healthy and content.

Her grey-striped shevaal pulled harder against the reins looped through its rounded muzzle, furry paws trampling the knee-high snow, straining toward the warmth of its herdmates.

“Almost home.” She patted her shevaal’s humped back, then flexed her fingers inside her leather gloves to ease their stiffness.

Beside her, Rhonee shaded her eyes with one leather-gloved hand, blinking against the snow glare. Her high, sharp cheekbones were red from both wind and cold above muffling layers of cloth. “Looks like the hunting party has just returned, as well, Princess.”

Game had been unusually plentiful this winter in the settlements she had visited. Hunts had even taken a few of the lumbering mulebison which normally wintered further south. Here, too, the Creator’s blessings were in abundant evidence.

“There will be a feast tonight.” Shawnia’s stomach grumbled in anticipation.

“And dancing.” Rhonee wiggled ice-crusted auburn eyebrows, green eyes shining. While her hair was darker than Shawnia’s, her eyes were lighter than Shawnia’s more common brown.

They shared a smile before nudging their shevaals down the slope.

As Shawnia rode past wood-framed huts covered with dull-red tanned foxdeer hides, several villagers looked up from their labours to wave or call greetings. Her smile widened as she returned their welcome. Children, bulky under layers of fur and hide, ran alongside her mount for a few steps before being called back to neglected tasks. She waved and promised them candied berries after supper.

Shawnia and Rhonee headed toward the animal enclosure near the river. Even the muted stable stench was welcome after a moon’s turn away. She swung her leg over her shevaal’s humped back and dropped to the trampled, dirty snow, crossbow slung on her shoulder, looking forward to a hot meal, a nap, and then a feast celebrating the hunters’ success.

The stablehand hobbled forward, dragging one misshapen leg in the snow. “Welcome home, Princess.”

“Hello, Georgel.” She handed him her reins while Rhonee unloaded their packs and bedrolls. “Has Maria had that baby yet?”

He smiled widely. “Two days ago. Another girl.”

“Congratulations.” The princess clapped him on the shoulder. Another blessing to give thanks for at the feast this evening. “If she has her father’s kinship with animals and her mother’s skill with bow and arrow she’ll be one of our most honoured citizens.”

He limped away, head high, leading both shevaals to the tree-lined bank where the river ice was thin enough to break through.

Rhonee slung one pack across each shoulder and tucked their bedrolls under her arms. “Do you want me to prepare a meal or will you eat with the king and queen?” It was an offer to keep Shawnia company, though surely Rhonee wanted to see her parents and siblings and nieces and nephews.

“I expect I’ll join my parents. Walk with me to the royal pavilion and then go eat.” It would give them a few moments to talk without freezing winds sweeping the words away.

Rhonee carried their bedrolls and Shawnia carried her weapons and their waterskins.

They neared the hunters unloading a bounty of white rabbits, dull red foxdeer including a buck which retained its antlers, and—yes—a fat mulebison, thick woolly hair curled around its broad head. Its meat would be the main course at a feast tonight to give thanks to the Creator. Then later, dancing to the music of flutes with a bonfire and mugs of heated wine sweetened with berries to push back the biting cold.

Neilesh, a tall man with sultry brown eyes and reddish-brown hair pulled into a single plait, unloaded foxdeer carcasses from a cart. Beneath layers of warm clothing, his broad shoulders flexed as he hefted a carcass single-handedly.

Warmth stirred in Shawnia’s breast at the memory of those strong arms wrapped around her. It would be a pleasure to experience that again for a dance or two. Perhaps she would have a short nap in her own snug blankets before the festivities so she could dance late into the night, enjoying his sweet smile.

He handed a carcass off to the butchers and caught her eye. “Good to see you, Princess.”

A tingle danced in her breast as she met his dark brown gaze. “Successful hunt?”

“It was.” His full lips parted to show a row of even white teeth. “Were your travels easy?”

“Our journey was well.” She smiled. “Will I see you this evening?”

“Most certainly. I look forward to your company, Princess.” With a wink and a lingering glance, Neilesh returned to unloading the cart.

She watched him bend over, back and arms straining as he lifted the buck. Rhonee elbowed her and tipped her head toward the royal pavilion. They exchanged a grin as they trudged toward the largest tent in the centre of the village.

“Neilesh would make a good husband.” Rhonee glanced sideways at the princess.

Shawnia raised a frost-coated red eyebrow at her friend. “Subtle.”

Though she enjoyed his company, it never set her aglow the way Waseyaa’s eyes lit when they landed on her husband, or the way his expression softened when he saw his wife. Or the way her parents looked at each other after thirty winters together.

“But Rajesh might object to me marrying someone other than him.”

Rhonee shrugged. “If you were going to marry Rajesh, you would have done it by now. Everyone in the royal city knows he’s been waiting for you to ask.”

Chagrin hollowed her chest. The youngest of her father’s advisers was kind and intelligent. His plaited strawberry hair reached the small of his back and, if not as thick as Neilesh’s, her fingers still itched to comb through it. His arms were less muscled yet his tender touch heated her blood with the same passion.

But all the logic in her head failed to convince her heart that he was her lifemate.

“What about that northern prince who proposed to you?” Rhonee cocked her chin. “I heard the northerners are all golden-haired and beautiful.”

Shawnia tossed her head and sniffed. “He didn’t offer to marry me. His father’s emissary proposed an alliance to join our kingdoms through marriage.” 

A tall, blond messenger had brought the offer. Despite being caked with grime from nearly a moon’s turn of riding, his clothing had been entirely of purple-dyed cotton trimmed with decorative silver stitching. In addition to the letter sealed by King Umberto’s mark, the messenger brought a silver sigil ringed by glittering purple stones offered with an extravagant bow that ended with the sigil held high and above his bowed head.

The display of both wealth and ceremony tempted her with a vision of wearing her beaded white leather dress, walking beside a tall, blond prince between purifying fires to the traditional wedding tune trilled on flutes. Their families would gather beneath a wide blue sky in the centre of a circle of standing stones to wrap a blanket around them, binding them together as lifemates.

But a moon’s turn was a long journey away from her people if she and the prince made their home part of the year in his mountain kingdom. Besides, she had never even set foot in the north, let alone laid eyes on the prince. Who was to know if attraction, or love, would develop between them? She had returned the sigil with appropriate expressions of regret and internal relief that her father shared her distaste for the offer.

Rhonee stopped walking to lay a hand on Shawnia’s forearm, expression abruptly serious. “You need a lifemate to share your responsibilities.”

Longing pulled at Shawnia. “If my spring tour goes as well as this one did, there will be time for courting this summer.”

“That’s what you said last year.” Rhonee rolled her eyes and resumed walking.

The princess huffed out a breath and watched the white cloud drift away. 

Shawnia’s parents had wed barely into adulthood, yet she had reached her twenty-eighth winter without choosing a partner. Her father was anxious to begin raising her eldest child as the next heir while he remained healthy. Besides, she wanted a partner. She wanted children. What was she waiting for? Why was this decision so difficult when at least two admirable choices like Neilesh and Rajesh were near at hand?

But it was not a decision to be made lightly, based on physical attraction or fleeting emotion. As her dearest adviser, her husband would have considerable influence on her; she would discuss matters of state with him, rely on his judgement, depend on his support. And he had to make her insides light up.

Later. She would ponder this tomorrow. Right now, she needed to report to her father and then find her warm tent.

The royal pavilion’s panels of blue, silver, green, and gold were stitched with intricate woolly mulebison, sleek foxdeer, orange prairie lillies, and purple crocuses. Red and black squares symbolized the west where foxdeer were plentiful, green triangles represented pine forests near the northern border, and the eastern panel was the blue of inland seas.

Rajesh greeted her the moment she flung back the hide flap and stepped inside. As tall as Neilesh, though not as broad-shouldered, he was a valued member of the Council of Elders despite his youth. Blue eyes, rare among her people, glinted in his face and warmed her blood.

“Princess, welcome home.” Rajesh’s habitual serious expression made this rare smile especially pleasing.

Shawnia laid a hand on the faint stubble of his jaw and kissed him. “Thank you.”

He returned the light pressure of her lips as his fingertips traced the curve of her face, warm against her cool skin.

When they parted, his palm cupped her chin, his thumb brushing her cheek. “I’ll see you at the feast tonight?”

She nodded. She enjoyed his conversation and the light in his eyes when they met hers.

After a final caress, she stepped back. “Is my father available?”

“He heard you arrived and is waiting for you.” Rajesh stepped away to lift aside a purple cloth that cordoned off the pavilion’s interior.

“I’ll take your things back to your tent, Princess.” Rhonee shifted the bedrolls to one arm and held out a hand. “Get some rest before the festivities tonight.” She winked.

Smothering an answering smirk, Shawnia shed her gloves, unslung her waterskin and crossbow, and handed her gear to Rhonee, then ducked under the cloth hanging. Rajesh let it drop back into place, leaving her alone in the inner receiving room with her parents.

Smoke from the central fire escaped through a circular opening where tent poles crossed at the peak. King Henri sat cross-legged on a pile of furs, a zig-zag-patterned blanket wrapped around his shoulders. Firelight glinted on his white hair. Though age lined his face, years of peaceful reign sat lightly on his wide shoulders. Beside him, Queen Susheela’s hair remained red, though there was a line of white along the part down the middle. Their hands were linked.

“Welcome home, Daughter.” A warm smile touched the corners of the king’s mouth and brightened his hazel eyes.

She put her right hand on her left breast in greeting. Her parents returned the salute, then she embraced each of them before she settled cross-legged on a soft, folded brown fur next to her father. Her mother filled a cup with warm, spiced glowine from the jug at her side and handed it to Shawnia, then squeezed her shoulder.

The princess wrapped her fingers gratefully around the warm mug, inhaling its tangy-sweet berry odour. “Thanks.”

Though Rhonee was highly competent, somehow the glowine she made never tasted quite the same as the queen’s.

Susheela smiled and resumed her seat next to her husband.

“How was your patrol? Is all well with the northern villages?” the king asked.

“It is. We shared bread and spoke long. The hunting has been good.”

Her mother nodded. “Animals have been plentiful on the prairies this winter.”

“With full bellies, there has been little sickness among the villagers,” Shawnia said. “Only one family was touched with winter fever, and it has now passed.”

Her father’s smile was pleased. “With bone and hide to spare and able hands to work them, we will have much to trade come travelling season.”

“There was one incident, however.” Her hands gripped tighter to her mug as she related the bandit attack and their subsequent capture.

The king frowned. “All is now at peace?”

Shawnia nodded. “Balance has been restored. My warriors are delivering the youths and their leader to Umberto’s kingdom.” Her earlier satisfaction returned. “What news here?”

The glowine warmed her insides and her palms as her father summarized a few petitioners that had braved the winter cold and his responses to those villagers.

After their talk, she was about to excuse herself, hoping for a short nap before the feast began. Rajesh interrupted them by pulling aside the thick purple cloth, his face grave.

Behind him stood a tribesman whose snow-covered boots and coat suggested he had ridden some distance. Frost coated the fur lining his hood as well as his eyelashes and eyebrows, and his nose was red. His coat had the yellow and black diamond pattern of the southern province.

Alarm niggled at the warm peace enveloping Shawnia.

“Come, and share your news,” her father said.

The tribesman approached and made a quick bow. “My lord, a hunting group was attacked.”

Shawnia sat up straight. Was another gang of northerners who had fled or been banished after their civil war menacing her kingdom? Such attacks were rare now, two decades after King Umberto had retaken his throne. For two separate gangs to be pillaging, and for one to have penetrated all the way to the southern villages, sent icy dread tingling up her spine.

King Henri frowned, his thick ginger brows drawing together in a line. “Who attacked them?”

The tribesman shook his head. “We don’t know. None survived to tell the tale.”

“You’re certain it was not an animal, hungry or injured, or maybe a tragic accident?” The queen’s voice was calm but her brow creased.

“No, my lady.”

The king leaned forward. “You said it was not an animal attack. Was it knife? Crossbow? Arrow?”

The tribesman opened his mouth, then closed it again. He shook his head. “It was...It was burn holes.”

“A fire?” Shawnia asked in confusion. Not bandits, then. Her alarm increased. Her hand reached for her crossbow but she had given it to Rhonee to put away.

“No. Tiny holes, burned through each of them. There was not nearly so much blood staining the snow around their bodies as there should have been.”

The king and queen exchanged a puzzled look.

“Did they appear to have fought back?” Shawnia asked, her thoughts struggling to understand what she was being told. The messenger showed no sign of intoxication or madness, yet his tale was inconceivable.

“Their weapons were sheathed.”

Shock constricted the breath in her throat. A group of armed hunters, all dead, without a single one having drawn a weapon in defence?

“We have delayed burial, if you wish to examine the wounds.”

Shawnia stood. It was her duty to identify and eliminate this threat. “Show me.”

#​
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SIX BODIES LAY IN THE snow covered with red blankets to discourage carrion birds. Branches had been piled on many of the mounds and colourfully painted rocks adorned a few. Typically the burial ceremony would have taken place after one night of mourning, but the village had waited while their tribesman made the two-day journey to the royal town and back.

Yesterday’s snowfall probably hid clues at the scene of the attack, but on the chance there was a trail Princess Shawnia sent Cristian and three more of her warriors to scout the area. If the killers could be tracked, she would find them.

Meantime, she rode into the village with Rhonee at her side to view the bodies and mourn with the villagers. Red cloth draped the topmost pole of each hut, bright and harsh against the yellow and black triangle-painted foxdeer hides. Smoke still rose from the central cooking tent, but the usual noise and bustle were muted. The somber air cut at her heart.

A group of children playing sticks in the trampled snow paused their game and watched as Princess Shawnia and Rhonee rode by with the tribesman. Usually, she would wave and smile and the children would giggle among themselves, elbowing each other in a dare to ask the princess for candies. Today, she passed their silent stares with only a nod, vowing to return their peace and sense of safety.

Shawnia dismounted, handed Rhonee the reins of her stallion, and stood, arms folded and head bowed, until the village headman arrived followed by a healer in her blue robe embroidered with interlocking circles.

The headman stretched out an arm and Shawnia grasped it at the elbow in exchange.

“Hurritt, my deepest sympathies to your village.” She prayed the strength of her grip and sincerity in her voice conveyed some measure of reassurance.

“Thank you, Princess Shawnia.” The lines of age criss-crossing his face were deepened by sorrow.

“I ask permission to view those of my people laid here awaiting their final rest,” the princess said.

After his formal acknowledgement of her request, each made an obeisance to the dead before she turned to the healer.

The healer nodded and knelt to pull a frosted red cover from the body at her feet. It was a woman, face dusted with snow unmoistened by breath, surprise etched permanently on her frozen features.

“Her name was Midori,” the headman said.

Shawnia whispered the name to herself in memoriam, silently promising to ensure that Midori’s family would find comfort.

The healer pulled the blanket down further and Shawnia’s breath caught at the sight of a scorched hole through the woman’s right shoulder. Her fur-trimmed leather coat and the flesh beneath were blackened around the edge but no blood soaked the coat. It was unlike any injury Shawnia had seen from knife, arrow, axe, claw, tooth, or antler, nor did it resemble a burn despite the charred edge.

Unease shivered down her spine.

The healer pulled the blanket up once more and replaced each branch and rock before she removed the covering from the next body.

“Her husband, Emmett.”

Once again, Shawnia whispered the name repeating her vow to deliver justice. “Did they have children?”

“Yes, Princess,” Hurritt said. “Four. They’ve been taken in by his sister and her husband.”

Shawnia closed her eyes and asked the Creator to take care of Midori and Emmett’s children and to bless their new family.

When she opened her eyes once more, the healer displayed Emmett’s wounds. He had been struck in his stomach. She hoped he had not suffered long. Other than a difference in location, it appeared much the same as the wound that killed his wife and just as inexplicable.

It was the same with each hunter dead in the snow: one or more small, blackened wounds almost bloodless. Her unease heightened with each viewing.

Before revealing the final body, the healer looked at Shawnia. “This last was hit in his face.”

The princess steeled herself, then nodded. She forced herself to look on the burnt-edged socket that had been an eye and whisper his name. Finally, he, too, was re-covered with a red shroud and marked with tokens of everlasting life and memorial.

“What killed them?” Shawnia asked, looking directly at the healer. Such small holes should not have been fatal.

The healer folded her gloved hands in front of her, across her blue robe. “I do not know.”

“Could it have been a fire arrow?”

The healer’s brow furrowed before she shook her head slowly.

“No arrows were found,” Hurritt said.

The princess turned to him, careful to keep her growing anxiety from her features or her voice. “They could have been removed.”

“There were no footprints where they had fallen. Only the paw prints of their mounts.”

Struck from afar. But with what? “Were any alive when they were found? Did they speak of what happened?”

He shook his head sorrowfully. “By the time a shevaal returned riderless and we went searching, following the carrion birds, all were dead, unable to give any account.”

“And their weapons were sheathed?” Her teeth ground together. How would she fulfill her vow to see peace restored if she was unable to even understand the threat?

He nodded.

“Is there an enemy who wished ill on your village or any of these people?”

“None, Princess. Our closest neighbours have enjoyed good winter hunts, as have we. None are desperate or hungry.”

Frustrated, she looked down at the red-wrapped casualties. Six armed adults, dead before they could defend themselves. It was not an accident and it was not the result of an animal attack. “Were there tracks of any kind?”

“Not near the bodies,” Hurritt said. “Though we found odd markings in the snow some distance away. Riel, Midori and Emmett’s eldest son, circled the area, as far afield as an arrow flies, and stumbled on them. He followed them until worsening winds forced him to return.”

Shawnia’s head snapped up, holding his gaze. “Tracks of people? Shevaals?”

His age-wrinkled lips tightened as he shook his head again. “Two flattened, parallel trails. No other footprint or paw print marked the snow as far as he ranged.”

A clue. Adrenaline spiked. “Where can I find this trail?”

Hurritt shook his head. “The snowstorm buried all traces.”

Shawnia’s hands curled into tight fists. At least there was an observer. “Can I speak with the boy?”

“Yes, Princess.” The headman bowed. “Follow me.”

She turned to the healer. “Thank you. I will see you at the wake this night.” If nothing else, she would honour the dead and share in the village’s mourning.

The healer bowed.

Hurritt led Shawnia to a tent with red cloth fluttering from its topmost poles. He waited for an invitation to enter before holding up the tent flap for Shawnia.

Inside, a large pot of stew rested in the middle of the tent, untouched and cooling. The scent of congealing fat mingled with incense smoke. After offering proper condolences to those gathered, she settled on a blanket beside a youth with red-rimmed eyes.

“Can you tell me of the strange tracks you found?” She kept her voice low, her heart aching for the grieving family.

In response, he shrugged and dropped his gaze, tugging on a blanket corner. “It was like the markings a wagon would leave, only thicker and further apart.” He held up his hands, about two arm’s lengths apart. His brow furrowed. “And straighter. They circled and headed south again. The marks ran as straight as an arrow’s path, not even avoiding hills or going around clumps of brush. There was a bush in its path that had been broken as if trampled by a mulebison.” He stopped fiddling and looked up suddenly. “I’m sorry I can’t be more help.”

She squeezed his shoulder. “In time your observances might be of much help. Thank you, Riel.”

The freckled skin over his cheekbones darkened and he ducked his head again.

Despite her attempt to reassure him, frustrated anger boiled in her gut. Shawnia pushed herself to her feet, offered her sympathy to the family once more, and followed the headman out of the tent.

Her warriors had returned from their survey. She raised an eyebrow in inquiry, her throat too tight to voice the question. She feared their investigation had failed as utterly as hers.

Cristian shook his head. “We found nothing.”

At least the attacker was gone. Six deaths, a community suffering, with no explanation to offer comfort. No trail to follow. No culprits to track. A sharp pain stabbed the base of her neck. How could she reassure her people of their security?

The headman waited, hands folded in front of his yellow and black coat.

“I wish to grieve with your village tonight,” she said. It was a meagre offering. The lump in her throat thickened.

“We are honoured by your presence.”

With the formalities complete, Shawnia and her escort visited the cook tent for a meal of stew eaten in silence before they gathered with the rest of the village around the bodies of the fallen.

As the sun and the temperature dropped, the community wrapped their furs tighter and huddled closer together, watching throughout the dark hours, alternately sharing songs and silence, as owls, then wolves, then roosters marked the passing hours.

When morning sun coloured the sky orange and yellow and pink, tinting the undersides of clouds a dark purple, Shawnia rose to her feet, her neck tight, her legs cramped, and her heart heavy.

Hurritt approached her as the families left to carry the remains of their loved ones to the burial scaffold. Sobs echoed anew on the chill air. Tears froze to Shawnia’s cheeks.

“I’ll fetch our mounts,” Rhonee whispered.

Shawnia nodded before saying farewell to the headman. “I wish you well and hope you don’t experience further harm here.” Her chest ached with the emptiness of her words.

“Thank you, Princess.” Hurritt tilted his head to look up at the brightening, clouded sky. “We won’t stay in this place of mourning. We’ll make the trek to our summer place, far from whatever evil haunts us here.”

It exacerbated her guilt that her people no longer felt safe in their winter home, but without knowing if the danger would return or how to guard against it, there were no defences she could give them. Her jaw ground with helplessness she had rarely experienced.

“I will send warriors to accompany you,” she said. “I wish you a safe journey.”

With a final bow, the headman joined the families at a platform raised head-height on poles, bodies still wrapped in red cloth covered with branches, painted rocks, and their most treasured possessions. Shawnia gave three of her warriors instructions to remain in the village, then made her way to where Rhonee and the others waited with their shevaals, packs fastened behind their humps. Their furry paws stamped impatiently in the snow and frosty breath clouded their snouts.

“It’s not your fault,” Rhonee said quietly as Shawnia mounted.

“It’s my responsibility.” The princess nudged her shevaal forward.

Their pace was sedate, much slower than the rushed journey to reach the village. She eased her grip on the reins, flexing her fingers to bring blood flow to her cold hands as she stared unseeingly at the white expanse of ground around her. The muffled footsteps of her stallion’s furry paws carried across the silent prairie, echoed by the shevaals carrying Rhonee and her warriors. Rocking from side to side, Shawnia’s eyelids grew heavy, and her ice-coated lashes fluttered in front of her vision.

It had been a long day and night. The headman had ridden far to ask for her help. If only she could have promised safety or even answers.

A light wind lifted and spun swirls of snow across the ground and a black dot in the sky floated in a lazy circle, looking for prey. The bird dipped, then abruptly wheeled around and disappeared. Reflected sunlight flashed at the top of a rise of land on the southern horizon. Princess Shawnia raised a hand to shield her tired eyes, blinking against the brightness shining back from the white ground.

She could see nothing.
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Chapter Three
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The snow had begun to wither and patches of long grass, dry and brown, dirtied the white expanse of prairie as Shawnia trekked from one village to another on her southern tour. There had been no further unexplained attacks, but she sent her warriors to scout ahead while she and Rhonee headed directly to the next settlement.

While it still pained her to think of Midori, Emmett, and the others of Hurritt’s village who had been killed, the absence of any ongoing threat soothed the sting of having failed to bring peace and comfort to that village.

The crisp air was silent as their mounts plodded along, devoid of buzzing insects and summer songbirds. Animals hunkered down in dens and nests. A chill wind cut across the exposed skin of Shawnia’s face, pulling at the loose strands of red hair around her ears and forehead.

She glanced sideways at her companion. Rhonee rode with her each tour, even on patrols unless a dangerous confrontation was imminent. While it was Shawnia’s duty to travel, it was unfair for her friend to be away from the royal town so long and so often. Though it pained her heart to speak, it was past time for an honest conversation about how much longer her childhood confidante intended to continue as helpmate. “You know I value your attendance.”

Rhonee raised a brow. “No good conversation ever started that way.”

Huffing a laugh, Shawnia shook her head. “I only mean to say that attending a royal isn’t meant to be a life sentence.” It was true. But if Rhonee took to heart what she said next, if someone else were to ride beside her for weeks on tour, accompany her on state visits, be her confidante, it would be nearly unbearable. She said it anyway. “It’s time you lived your own life.” She sucked in a deep breath and waited for Rhonee’s response.

“This is my life.”

Shawnia pushed aside her relief. Travelling as often as the princess was an unfair duty. “You deserve to sleep in your own blankets. Or with Etch in his.”

Rhonee shrugged. “Etch and I parted ways before that last journey.”

Her recent conquest was a young man with unusual grey eyes and thick hair he wore loose to show its natural waves.

“Fourteen days travelling and you never had time to mention that Etch is now a free man?” Shawnia mock-scolded.

Rhonee rolled her eyes. “He’s not for you.”

“Why not?” He was younger than she, but not too young, and his smile rivalled Neilesh’s.

“He’s not husband material.”

The princess sighed dramatically, though she agreed.

She sobered again. “Any time you wish to leave my service and marry, you have only to ask. I can find someone else to follow me around.” But no one whose company she would treasure the same way. “If not Etch, then Melisandre would eagerly accept your offer. She watches you with such longing it breaks my heart. You could raise many children together.”

“My sisters and brothers have supplied our parents with the requisite grandchildren. My duty is to dance attendance on our liege, demanding as she is.” Rhonee winked.

Conscience relieved, worry seeped out of Shawnia’s shoulders.

“You, however, are our future ruler. If anyone should be focused on marriage and children it’s you.”

Shawnia swallowed and looked away. Soon. There would be time for that soon.

From a gentle swell of land just ahead, bald-headed carrion birds rose into the pale sky, squawking annoyance at her approach. Shawnia’s fingers tightened inside her gloves as she steered her shevaal off the trail, closer to where the noisy birds had been chased from their meal. Though it must surely be a dead animal, unease skittered down her spine.

The hump of her striped shevaal rocked side to side as she rode slowly toward the hill, slowing further as it became clear the stiff bodies in the snow were human, not animal carcass.

Anger and grief hardened in her chest as she stared down at five young hunters, three boys and two girls, huddled close as if trying to protect each other, among the winter-dead grasses of a small hill.

She knelt in the ice-crusted damp. Recently dead, their wiry bodies showed no evidence of attack by knife, arrow, claw, or fang. Only a small amount of blood stained the edges of wounds blackened as if by fire. A fatal blow had also struck one of the shevaals. Its humped form lay still on the frozen prairie, already punctured by the sharp beaks of the ugly birds watching resentfully, waiting to resume their meal.

It was not a battle scene: no blood soaked the bristly grass or crusted snow, no weapons lay scattered, no evidence suggested an attacker had ventured near the youths. There were only indentations where their fallen bodies had melted the shrunken snow patches and the trail of their shevaals’ paws.

The previous attack had not been an isolated incident. Danger threatened her people. Fury, grief, despair, and guilt warred for space in her suddenly-constricted lungs. Shawnia jumped to her feet to survey the hill.

“Damn it.” She spun in a full circle, then dropped to her knees again. She removed a glove to sift through the ice-crusted snow to the frozen ground beneath the bodies, brushing aside brown, brittle grass. There was nothing.

She pounded her fist against the ground until a small, sharp stone dislodged, cutting into her palm. Happy to feel the sting of the shallow cut, her fingers tingled with damp cold as she replaced her glove. She looked up, shading her eyes as she scanned the horizon. Nothing moved but the birds, as far as the distant horizon where pale blue sky met pale white ground. No enemy to engage.

Her uninjured hand clenched. She stood and swung onto her striped stallion’s humped back. In ever-widening circles, she examined the area. If there was a trail, even strange markings, it would point her toward the threat.

An arrow’s flight from the dead animal, she found a trail of flattened grass stained with muddy snow, two sets of two evenly spaced tracks. The trail circled, coming and going from the south in an unnaturally straight line.

Her head snapped up. She shaded her eyes to stare southward. Nothing moved. But the slayer could not have gotten far.

“Should we find the others?” Rhonee asked.

“No time.” Shawnia took a hard look at the markings. Given how much the knee-high snow had shrivelled in the sunshine, the trail could not be more than one day old, the same time as the killings or shortly after.

“You can’t track the killer alone.” A note of alarm tinged Rhonee’s normally placid voice.

“I have to.” The princess spurred her stallion forward, one eye on the ground and one on the horizon.
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