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      It is Handfasting Day.

      Otherwise known as my twenty-first birthday, a day I have dreaded for every one of those years.

      Perhaps I exaggerate. When I was born, I did not yet know my birth day would, in future, be used to auction me off to the highest bidder, like a prize sow at market.

      “Hold,” my nurse commands, interrupting my thoughts. It is not strictly accurate to call Edda my nursemaid any longer, as I have been out of leading strings for eighteen years, but old habits are difficult to abandon. Without question, I grasp a bed post as she tightens the laces of my gunna, as she has countless times before, when there is a feast or festival in my father’s hall, or a wedding, which I was always happy enough to attend when it wasn’t my own. What is different, though, is I notice she takes care to tie the laces beneath my breasts, instead of over them. She is freeing them, instead of binding them.

      “Do not worry so, Edda. These suitors will want me whether my breasts look pert or not. They want Father’s kingdom, which only I can provide. A good pair of breasts, they can find anywhere.”

      “You complain too much,” Edda responds as she steers me to the stool by my desk. She is a deft hand at both lecturing and pulling and tugging at me so I am made presentable, all at once. “Many a noble lady has found herself wedded and bedded before her sixteenth year. Your father gave you over two decades to yourself, free of the cares of a married woman, not to mention a future queen.” To emphasize her point, she pulls my laces with a tug that is even more aggressive than usual.

      Edda is a giantess, only a foot or so taller than the average woman, yet stronger than a pair of yoked oxen. But this is not why she is as terrifying as Hel. Since I was small, she has been stitching me into too-tight garments and braiding my hair even more tightly, so my very mind cramps when I think of the intricate patterns she weaves through my tresses. She is also bossy, as only the superintendent of a future queen’s formation can be. I have tried many times in my life to disobey her, though somewhere around my sixteenth year, I mostly gave up, realizing my efforts were futile.

      “You and I both know Father runs a fool’s errand. For once my intended discovers my secrets, he will break the betrothal quicker than a hound rousts a pheasant.”

      “You underestimate your own personal charms, but more importantly, the might of Vagmar. An alliance with your father is the desire of every other ruler in the Northlands.”

      She holds my mother’s amber-beaded hairpin aloft as if it is a treasure of the gods. I revere this pin as if it were gods-given, but still, I stifle a groan. My mother’s amber beads only come out when Edda is preparing to stab my scalp–repeatedly and viciously–to fashion an ornate knot at the crown of my head.

      Her reassurance is not what I wish to hear. My only comfort all these years has been that, once my betrothed discovered my secret, he would break our marriage agreement, risking war with Vagmar just to disentangle himself from me. I should have known better. My wings and my fangs are to be accepted, or at the very least, ignored, in favor of an alliance with the pirate kingdom of the Northlands.

      And to be fair, my fangs only protrude when I scent blood. If my betrothed is bleeding in front of me before our wedding takes place, we will likely have more pertinent issues than his distaste for my cursed disfigurements.

      I prop my elbows on my desk with a loud crack. Without missing a beat, Edda pushes my arms off its surface, as I knew she would. But I still savor my small moment of rebellion. Usually, I don’t even bother fighting against her ministrations.

      “You know you must keep your back straight if I am–”

      “‘To do my braids properly.’ Yes, yes. I am well aware, Edda.”

      I try not to slouch, but not very hard. It is Edda who insisted on a stool to serve as a seat for my desk, so she could style my hair with ease. When loose, it reaches my knees. Many people say it is my crowning glory, but as I am the Princess of Vagmar and heir to the throne, they are rather too generous with their compliments.

      I chose not to complain when I was assigned the stool, instead of a more comfortable seat, because I did not want to jeopardize the acquisition of my desk. I had campaigned long and hard for it, meaning I’d smiled sweetly and spoke softly for many days, against my wont, eventually wearing my father and Edda down until the slightly shabby and nicked mahogany piece of perfection was mine.

      You wouldn’t think it would be so difficult for a princess to come by a desk, yet it is not its price, but my intent with it, which was the contentious issue. My father feared my possession of a desk would lead to my continued and unsavory pursuit of knowledge. All sorts of it. I am not choosy. History. Geography. Alchemy. Mathematics, though it is not my most favored discipline. I have even begun studying the ancient tongue, taking pains to learn how to draw runes from memory. There is, of course, a drawer in the desk so I may hide my parchments and the books I filch from the Priory when I am away from my chamber. I insisted the desk would hold my hair potions and cosmetics, as well as my sewing box, and my father seemed reassured. Edda knows better, but she does not reveal my secret.

      And she will not, as long as I grit my teeth when she does my braids and slathers on my face paint.

      Finally finished, Edda clicks her tongue, satisfied with her efforts. “Now if only I could get you to keep your hair dressed for longer than one night, I would be satisfied. You are a rare beauty, when you allow me to style you. You may as well try to enjoy looking so lovely, for I haven’t the faintest notion of who will tend you when you travel with your new husband to his kingdom, wherever it may be.”

      There is suddenly no air in my chamber. I struggle for breath, and fear I will have an attack, as I sometimes do when the seasons change or I have taken a chill. I am not a stupid person. How had it not occurred to me that, by gaining a husband, I would lose Edda? It is the custom in the Northlands for noble brides to take new servants from their husbands’ houses. This is not a fair bargain. I have no use for a husband, but Edda is indispensable to me.

      Though I would never tell her this.

      “Come, child. Do not dwell on what cannot be changed. We must get you ready with all haste.”

      Her voice is brisk, as always, but I know she senses my sadness, as she anticipates all my emotions, and has done for twenty-one years.

      “Why? I am not allowed to meet the contestants until this afternoon.”

      “Call them suitors, child, and must I teach you everything, as though you were still a wee babe? If we hide in the minstrels’ gallery, you’ll be able to see them when they enter the hall to greet your father. They’ll never even know you’re there.”

      “Why bother? I do not care what they look like. Nor does it matter. Father will choose my husband, not I.”

      These festivities are merely performative, intended to make the princelings of our neighboring kingdoms feel petted and valued, so they do not declare war when they are not chosen as my bridegroom.

      “And here I thought you were the most curious child who ever walked the lands of Vagmar. I must have been mistaken.”

      Oof. She knows just how to get me to do her bidding.

      “Fine. If we treat it as…an intellectual exercise…I suppose there is no harm in heading up to the gallery. After all, I should be better informed as to the identities of my suitors.” Whoever it is, I will have to bear his children. Worse, I shall have to suffer under him each night until I conceive.

      It is not far to the minstrels’ gallery, which shares the second floor of my father’s hall with just two other chambers, mine own and my father’s. They are reached by a staircase wending precariously from the floor below to a terrace encircling the perimeter, where the thatch of the roof meets the timber frames of the hall. Were it not for my privacy door, the occupants below would be able to look up, into my chamber, should they care to do so. I have never traveled outside Vagmar, but I have heard tales of the royal halls of our neighboring kingdoms. I know ours is modest by comparison, despite our nation’s wealth. But it is still my home, and I do not wish to leave it. Especially not to become the wife of a man I do not know. The sparseness of our hall is not due to a lack of funds, but the Vagmarian character itself. We are a hard people, not fond of ostentation. If only our kingdom were less prosperous.

      Then no one would want to marry me.

      The minstrels’ gallery is partitioned, so their music may be muted when my father wishes it, which is often, and also, so none of the minstrels fall to the floor below when they are performing. This safeguard was installed based on past and painful experience. Our musicians do tend to become inebriated when called to play for us, so the risk of such accidents is ever present.

      When not in use, however–and it rarely is, as my father thinks their music to be only so much noise–it is the perfect perch from which to spy on the goings-on in the hall below. Were I not a deft hand at eavesdropping, I would only have found out about the particulars of this Handfasting Ceremony days ago, when my father called for an audience to inform me of its proceedings. That many kings and princelings would be traveling to Vagmar to compete for my troth. He told me with such enthusiasm, as though I were a girl in spring, awaiting the visit from Eostre’s rabbits, who deliver sweets to well-behaved children, in anticipation of the season’s fertility rituals.

      Had I not known of the competitive nature of this ceremony, I might have reacted in a manner that would only infuriate King Skerr. He is quick to anger, and I have learned over the years how to diffuse his temper. I did not acquire this skill to please him, but to make mine own life a little easier.

      Dropping eaves is also how I learned of what truly happened to my mother, who died when I was small. But I already carry enough worries today, without the added burden of thinking of her, and how my memories of her embrace are so few.

      We settle ourselves behind the partition, which is a screen fashioned of tightly woven hawthorne branches, fastened to the beams that support the terrace with great iron bolts. The branches leave small openings through which we can peer down into the hall. If a minstrel was determined enough–or drunk enough–he could still topple over the partition. But for our purposes, it serves as a useful barrier between ourselves and those on whom we wish to spy. I do not need to worry about taking a fall, as I have not even quaffed a small ale yet this morn. When I broke my fast, I sipped an herbal tisane to soothe my fluttering belly.

      It did not work.

      But later, mayhap I will indulge in something stronger than small ale. It is not my custom to lose sobriety, though for most Vagmarians, it is a national sport. But if any day called for over imbibing, it is Handfasting Day.

      My father must sit at his throne, which is positioned on a dais at the back of the hall. Unfortunately, this dais is directly below us, so I cannot see him. But I will be able to see each contestant–pardon, suitor–as they enter the hall.

      The herald announces the first of our guests. “Sven Guttersson, Prince of the House of Ingeborg,” he says in a booming voice, which is a touch extravagant as the hall is almost empty, save for my father, this Sven character, and a handful of servants going about their duties. His voice echoes against the timbers.

      “He’s not bad looking, My Princess,” Edda whispers to me.

      She’s right. He is tall and slimly built, his fair hair is cut short and seems clean. I am not close enough to tell the color of his eyes or whether he has all–or at least most–of his teeth, but his nose is not crooked and he has no questionable rashes on his face. As for the rest of his body, I have no way of knowing what frightening, contagious skin conditions lie beneath his finery, nor could I ever know until our wedding night, which seems grossly unfair.

      A bride ought to know ahead of time if her intended has brothel pox.

      “You’re right, but Father will never choose him. Sven of Ingeborg has an older brother, heir to the throne, but already married. Father is most insistent I will one day be queen in whichever kingdom he chooses.”

      Which seems rather greedy of him, as I will already be queen in my own right of Vagmar one day.

      I see the princeling bow to my father before he disappears from our sight underneath the gallery. I hear the low murmur of their voices as they exchange pleasantries. It is a short conversation, and I am sure it is because Father has already decided against him. Is it my imagination, or do Sven’s shoulders seem to sag as he beats a hasty retreat out the door?

      We decide to enjoy ourselves for a spell, perhaps more than we should. Edda has brought an apple, and we slice it in halves with my eating knife to enjoy as the herald bellows out the next name. Canute Rikkardsson of Toth. A kingdom with little wealth and even less territory. Father would have already conquered Toth if it did not serve his purpose to use them as willing allies when we go to war against our greatest enemy, the Kingdom of Logaland. Father will dismiss this poor boy as well, I am sure of it. He and his guests will not hear us crunching the fruit, as they are too far below us. Unfortunately, this means we also cannot hear them. But really, it is more amusing to put words in their mouths anyway. Though it seems a touch cruel, these suitors have brought our drollery upon themselves. They are too old or too young, too timid or too preening, too squalid-looking or too flamboyant in their costume.

      What matters most, of course, is my intended’s character, not his looks. But if I am to be bound for the rest of my earthly days to one of these characters, I do not feel it is beyond the pale to be just a little judgmental of their appearances.

      The herald announces our next visitor. “Prince Rufus of Echen, son of King Nefl, known as the Fair.”

      “Oh, My Princess. Now, sakes’ alive, isn’t he a sight for starved eyes?”

      “I’d no idea you had such an appetite for a handsome face.”

      “You’d have to be a Hel-dweller of the Frostfangs to ignore such a specimen as that.”

      Is Edda calling me a Hel-dweller? Hopefully, she just speaks rhetorically. This princeling is handsome, though. And yet, even from this distance, I can see he wears a haughty expression, as if he finds this whole business distasteful.

      Listen, Princeling, you’re not the only one. At least Rufus of Echen had some choice whether he traveled to Vagmar for the competition. I have none. Prince Rufus turns to the herald. Of course, I cannot hear what he says. Though my hearing is far more acute than the average person’s, it is a great distance to the hall below, and kings and princelings are not in the habit of shouting their conversations for the benefit of lurking eavesdroppers. The herald clears his throat and bellows, "Creator of the Joust, scourge of lists everywhere, defender of maidens, protector of–”

      It is at this juncture I quit listening. Rufus of Echen lost my attention at ‘creator of the joust.’ So it is him I have to blame for this absolute waste of a day.

      As the princeling bows and presents himself, however, I hear my father laugh. This is a rare feat. His mirth is genuine, not forced. A sense of humor is never unwelcome in a spouse. Perhaps I should not discount this one entirely.

      Next, the Princeling of Hausen enters the hall. Poor Harald. It is just his luck to follow on the heels of the most blindingly handsome man in Plane. Though the conversations taking place below me are only a distant murmur, I recognize this boy. Pardon, man. I know him. Or at least, I did when we were five. Harald is of an age with me, but I do not believe he has matured quite so well, though I say it myself. Last I heard, his father, the King of Hausen, was trying desperately to increase his own potency so he could sire more heirs. He is of that age, you see, when men have trouble bedding women as lustily as is their wont. He even took a nubile, younger wife in the hopes he would procreate again. Edda does not hold with the acquisition of multiple wives, though I am not so sure it is a terrible notion. If my future husband takes up with a newer model, he will not bother so much with me.

      “I’ve heard his father eats minced bulls’ testicles with his pottage every evening,” hisses Edda beside me.

      “And I hear Harald cannot leave the bulls alone, hence his father’s desire to produce a new heir.”

      “No, no, it is not the bulls, but their cows.”

      I clap my hand over my mouth to stifle my laughter. The Kingdom of Hausen is wealthy and vast, but I do not think my father will bind me to Harald. He loves me too much, even if he can be a touch…distant.

      I notice when Harald bows, his scabbard lands with a thud on the wood-planked floor of my father’s hall. Even from this distance, I can see his face redden in embarrassment.

      “Poor child.” I can’t help but feel sorry for him. But then I recall the cows he’s allegedly violated, and I feel a little less pity for him.

      He’d be better than this next one, though.” Edda gestures toward the next contender for my hand with her pointy chin.

      Harald of Hausen descends the dais, to be replaced by a chap who’s seen the back end of sixty.

      The herald is evidently hopelessly lost, red in the face and not knowing what to do when the next candidate breezes past him without waiting to be announced, as though poor, wee Harald is shite on the bottom of his boot, to be scraped off on the nearest pile of straw.

      He can only be Arno, King of Dervnonia. I should not be surprised. I would be his sixth wife. If I remember correctly, the others passed in less than transparent circumstances. Arno has a temper, or at least that’s what my father says.

      I just think he is a worthless turd, but it is only my humble opinion.

      “Harald is looking better and better,” I mutter to Edda.

      “Do not despair yet,” my nurse responds, pointing at the prospect who has just ambled into the hall.

      The herald can’t keep up, for he hasn’t announced this princeling’s name either. The wind follows him in, and if I am not mistaken, a few snowflakes. It is unfortunate for all that my birthday falls in midwinter, when the weather is bleak. The roads in winter are difficult to traverse, making the journey to Vagmar arduous for many suitors. You might think this fortuitous, but if I am to be forced to marry, I would rather there be as wide a selection of grooms as possible.

      It may be my imagination, but Harald of Hausen and Arno of Dervnonia seem to shrink into themselves as this stranger approaches the dais. Unlike his predecessors, this contender is surrounded by no fawning retinue of retainers.

      His hair is long and black and sleek, woven into intricate braids that course down his armored back. I hear Edda suck in a breath. She must be delirious with joyful appreciation of these braids. Bands of gold and silver encircle his arms, displaying his prowess to all. These are only won in jousts or in battle from one’s enemies. I would be disappointed if his have all been claimed during a joust, though it should not matter to me at all.

      He is not blindingly handsome like Rufus of Echen. His stance is too menacing, his shoulders a touch too hulking, the planes of his face too stern. But for some reason, I cannot take my eyes from him.

      My father must stand to greet him, and the stranger bows his respects in return. I cannot hear what he says, nor what my father responds. But I hear my father laugh. It is a forced, tentative titter, a thing I never thought to hear from him. This man makes my father nervous. There isn’t a person alive, at least not one I’ve ever met, who can make my father sweat. Not until now.

      Who could he be? Though as I said, I have never left the Kingdom of Vagmar, I am well-versed in the geography and habits of our neighbors. I know the lineage of their monarchies as well as I know mine own. It is one of the few pieces of knowledge my father saw fit for me to be instructed in. But I cannot place this man. The neighboring kings are ancient. The princelings, insipid. I would remember if one of them looked like this. Moved like that.

      The stranger looks up, and his eyes meet mine. But how is that possible? Then I realize I am so taken with him, I have risen above the partition that encases the minstrels’ gallery and I am gaping at him openly. Of course he can see me. But strangely, his expression registers no surprise, as though he knew I was there all along, spying on him.

      For the first time, I think–

      Perhaps marriage could be not so terrible, after all.

      “Come, child, it is time to head back to your chamber. We are not finished with your toilette.”

      “I am never finished enough for you,” I grumble.

      But I suspect Edda’s real reason for forcing me out of the gallery is so that I will stop staring at this stranger.
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      If I am to smile beatifically all afternoon and hold my tongue whilst men simper and smirk for me, I must have more sustenance than half an apple. Valkyrien require nothing but the blood of warriors for sustenance, but I am both human and Valkyrie. I (thank the gods) cannot rely on blood alone for nutrition. I will admit, I haven’t much of an appetite, which is why I am too skinny. Edda is forever lamenting my bony elbows and pointy chin. Of course, I cannot be discovered stuffing my gullet by any potential suitor–disgraceful, Edda would say–so I sneak out to the kitchens to hunt up something to tide me over until this evening’s feast.

      But Edda is not here to shame me. She has gone to help our household’s other retainers to prepare for this day’s ceremonies. I am left to my own devices, not to mention the rumble in my stomach.

      Feeling like a fool, I tiptoe out of my chamber, proceed down the rickety wooden staircase that connects the royal chambers and galleries to the hall, and scuttle against the wall until I reach the entrance. I know where every creak and groan is on these stairs, and I manage to reach the first floor in silence. I must take such pains to be unseen, not only because a princess is not supposed to have normal bodily needs, such as the requirement of sustenance, but also because an important part of this Handfasting business is that I must be presented to all the suitors at once, as though I were a succulent boar’s head or a confectionary sculpture.

      Something to be marveled at for one brief moment, then devoured.

      Amazingly, I have managed to make it this far without being discovered. I am just about to push against the door to peer outside for onlookers before I make my mad dash to the outbuilding that holds the kitchens, when a voice stops me in my tracks.

      “Do you always spy on your father’s guests from the minstrels’ gallery?”

      The voice is lazy, almost uncaring. And yet, before I even turn from the door, I know to whom it must belong. Him. The stranger with the dark hair and even darker eyes. He speaks in dulcet tones, but his voice still fills the hall. This is a man used to giving commands with ease and having them obeyed without question.

      “Quiet, or someone will hear you,” I say without thinking. I often do this–speak without deliberating whether my words are the wisest course of action. But I have never before encountered quite so intimidating a stranger.

      “I may be mistaken, but are you…shushing me?”

      “You have no one to blame but yourself.” His Vagmarian is flawless, with only the hint of an accent. I feel my cheeks grow hot as he stares at me. “Sneaking up on a body like that will get you in trouble one of these days.”

      I am closer to him now than I was when I observed him from the gallery. We are only feet away from each other. This close, I can see the stubble on his jaw and how his eyes shine in the midwinter gloom. I could reach out and touch him.

      I feel my cheeks grow even hotter.

      “Who says it hasn’t already? Do you know, I was not certain at first, whether you were the Princess Thyra. Many a dim-witted maid has spied on me in her time, so you see, you are only one of dozens. But it can only be you. No attendant or retainer would be so impertinent.”

      “I will take that as a compliment,” I say.

      “If you wish,” he agrees easily enough.

      Too easily.

      “Why are you being so agreeable?” I forget my hot cheeks, suspicion forming in my mind. This is good. I infinitely prefer feeling suspicion to embarrassment.

      “Are not potential bridegrooms supposed to make themselves amenable to their ladies’ desires?”

      I do not like how he says the word “desires.” It makes me grow hot again, and this time, all over. Not just in my cheeks. “So you are here to woo me. I thought as much.” If I can manage to treat him like every other suitor, I will survive this encounter with a shred of my dignity left intact. I still have trouble believing he is royalty. There is a hint of danger in his eyes and in the way he walks. Though his eyes sparkle with amusement, there is a menace in them no one should ignore, nor will I. Most princelings are pampered and soft, not hard like this specimen. “I should counsel you, sneaking up on your intended is not the most potent form of flattery.”

      “Mayhap not, but I suspect this is all the compliment you need.”

      For the first time, I notice he is holding something wrapped in a linen napkin. I should have observed this sooner, but this man’s presence is…overpowering. It is difficult to notice anything but him. And his shoulders. And that cheeky grin. Then the smell hits me.

      “I could hear your stomach growl from the top of the stairs,” he says.

      “Mmm. Bread.” I sigh with pleasure. I cannot help myself.

      “And a little butter as well. You are not the only one too hungry to wait until this evening’s feast to eat.”

      He offers the linen bundle to me, a smug grin on his face. Hunger overwhelms reason. It has ever been a failure of mine. I reach for the bread, but I manage to stop myself before taking hold of it. I hesitate. “What must I offer in return for this bread?” For there is always a price to be paid. Nothing in our world is ever freely given. There is always an expectation of recompense.

      His black eyes dance. “I am not expecting you to agree to be my bride, just for a slice of bread, if that is what you are asking. Though I am offering butter as well, so perhaps I should.”

      “Our dairy maids churn some of the finest butter in all of Vagmar, but it is still not worth my entire future.” I keep my voice light and teasing, but I am deadly serious.

      To my surprise, his expression sobers. “No woman should have to bargain for her future.”

      I repress a snort of derision. “Tell this to my father.”

      He takes a step closer to me. His eyes gleam with an intensity that almost makes me shiver–from fear or something entirely different. I know not.

      “Let me be very clear, My Princess. I know you have little agency of your own in the matter, but if your father chooses me as your bridegroom, you will be…pleased. I will make certain of it.”

      “Is this a threat or a promise?” Again, my tongue works quicker than my mind.

      “Consider it both.”

      He grasps my hand, turns it over, and places the bundle of bread in my palm. His fingers linger on my own, and for one deranged moment, I feel my eyes closing. My body leans into his touch. This is madness. And besides–

      “Why are you so intent on marrying me? You seem…” I cannot find the words. Too virile? Too handsome? Too disdainful? “Too proud to care so about a marriage contest.”

      He shrugs again, a habit of his, it seems. One I am growing to dislike. “I must marry. I must have a queen. And I must sire heirs. The princess who brings with her a dowry of the northern continent’s finest butter may as well be my choice. Now run along, Princess, back to your chamber. We musn’t let anyone find out you’ve already met your bridegroom.”

      “Nay, just one of many suitors.”

      “If it comforts you to think so, fine.”

      I do not feel comfortable, not in the slightest. It is not an entirely complacent sensation, how my skin flushes against my will or my body sways toward this man like I am a deranged plague dancer, after just one touch.

      What is better, a marriage to Arno or Harald, with whom I know what to expect? Who I might even be able to influence for the better when I am queen? Or the prospect of pledging my troth to someone I find…

      Tempting.

      I turn to return up the stairs, then halt. I realize I only do so because he commanded me, and I obeyed. Furious, I turn and make my own demand. “What is your name? From which kingdom do you hail?”

      But the great oaken door of our hall is already closing. He is gone, the only sign that he was ever there, a gust of snow-speckled wind twirling in the air.
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      I came here to marry the Princess of Vagmar. I did not care if she walked like a duck or had hairy moles on her chin. My father’s dying wish was that I be the one to take her hand, and it is what I will do, for I made an oath to him, and I always honor my oaths.

      But as it turns out, she does not walk like a duck. If I am not mistaken, she glides as though the rushes on the floor and the knotty planks that cover the hall’s more well-trodden spaces are the smoothest of surfaces. And she has no hairy moles–at least, none I can see–though there is one fetching birthmark perched just above her lips, on the left side of her face. I found myself wanting to lick it, to see if it tasted as good as it looked on her, but I decided (wisely, I think) that such behavior should probably wait for when I have known her a little longer.

      At least another several hours.

      My tent is perched in a location of honor, erected on the very top of the hillside, with a perfect view of the tournament grounds. There cannot be a betrothal without a grand display of feats of arms. This spot was not bestowed on me because my kingdom is the most powerful in Plane, but rather because my greedy little valet, Davith, snagged it before any other princeling could.

      At our last encampment, the bastard made me wake at dawn so we would be the first royal party processing into the capital. I’d been wakeful during our entire journey, as Vagmar is my kingdom’s traditional enemy, and I could not rest for fear an ambush awaited us at each temporary encampment. Finally, on our journey’s last night, I felt I could rest easier, as the King Skerr of Vagmar is no fool. He would not risk an attack against our party so close to the capital, where only he could be blamed. He possesses many terrible qualities, but stupidity is not one of them. If only it was. It would make the vows I made to my father all those years ago so much easier to fulfill.

      My attendants, under Davith’s terrifying supervision, have pegged the tents with lightning efficiency. Mine own is larger than most any other princeling or king’s, though again, it is not because we are the wealthiest country in Plane. (Even though we are.) It is because Davith spent many sleepless nights sewing additional panels onto my already perfectly serviceable tent. He refuses to be outshone, and it is his life’s most lamentable challenge that I do not care a fig for pomp and circumstance.

      But today I must pretend to care. And so I have allowed Davith to place massive carved pillars with dragons’ heads at the entrance of the tent. It took six men to move them from the carts and drive them into the ground. Throws from what seem to be every known animal growing fur in Plane bedeck the ground and my bed. No mere cot would do, but instead Davith had a timber frame and down mattress brought from the castle. Heavy velvet curtains are draped from the canopy to keep out the chill.

      I am from the mountains of Logaland, where deep snows blanket the ground for almost half the year. There is barely a chill in the balmy air of Vagmar, but this signifies nothing, apparently. Appearances must be maintained.

      Or in this case, falsified.

      I have also allowed him to commission a new suit of armor, one I would not normally be caught dead wearing in battle. Also, there was no ‘allowing’ involved. Davith insisted. It is plated with gilt, and the helmet has dragon horns. Actually, I quite like those horns. Mayhap when this business is finished, I will have the gilt removed from the helmet and keep it.

      By business, I mean winning the tournament (which, of course, I will) and then securing the hand of the Princess Thyra.

      Speaking of princesses and nuptials, I feel as though I am a maiden being styled for my wedding. “Davith, if you make me wear a wreath of flowers instead of this helm, I may take issue.”

      “You are not cooperating, Your Grace. Stop slouching. Do not make me tarry with your costume any longer than needs must. I do have a life, you know.”

      “This is news to me. I thought you lived for making me appear more kingly.”

      “The warriors from Ostocam are known to prefer the company of other gentlemen, and I will not see their like again. They are said to be deadly handsome. The Kingdom of Ostocam is a two months’ journey from Logaland. I will never have the time to travel there.”

      “I have heard it is because they only deem other warriors as fit companions, so you may find yourself in a bind, as you are no soldier. And it is not a costume, young Davith. It is a suit of armor.”

      He shrugs. “I hope to find myself in at least several binds, but I take your point. I am a lover, not a fighter. Still, I shall rely on my old standbys–charm and good looks. They’ve never disappointed me yet.”

      “If you cease polishing my armor, I will give you five months’ leave to journey there.” Indeed, I would relish the reprieve.

      “Five months? Whatever would I need five months for?” His busy hands cease moving, and he seems nervous, as though the unthinkable has become possible. That I might have grown tired of him.

      “It is two months to travel there, and so I would guess two months for the return journey as well. And you would need at least a month in Ostocam to make your leave worthwhile.”

      “Ahh.” Relieved, he continues buffing an imaginary scratch out of my chest plate.

      “Did you not hear the important bit? My deal is only good if you leave me alone.”

      “You’re just testy because you met the princess, and you didn’t find her hideous. It would be ever so much easier for you if you did. There would be no emotions involved to complicate matters.”

      Vagmar is our traditional foe. I am not certain how the enmity between our nations began. It was many generations ago when Vagmarians and Logalanders decided they hated each other. There was probably some dispute over a few sheep and whose field they should be grazing in, and one shepherd was a Vagmarian, the other a Logalander, as our kingdoms share a rather lengthy boundary, and you can guess what would happen from there. Of course, kings and princes and jarls would have to become involved, because though the aristocracy does not normally concern itself with the doings of peasants, when it comes to a boundary dispute that takes square footage away from one kingdom and bestows it on another, the peasants’ feelings on the matter suddenly become very important.

      I am aware the traditional enmity between our nations became more personal in the previous generation. I am painfully aware of this fact. It is why my father’s dying wish–more of an edict, really–was that I marry the Princess of Vagmar. Her father hated mine, and I am quite sure mine own father returned the favor. Why the solution is a marriage between their children escapes me.

      I had accepted that binding myself to the princess was what I must do, and I was prepared to perform my duty. Honor my oaths. I was not, however, expecting to enjoy any part of the process. The fact that I might actually rub along well with this Princess Thyra is now a possibility–emphasis on the word rub, which I would dearly like to do to her–and I am not sure how I feel about it. I was prepared to put aside any distaste I had for the marriage and to school my emotions. I had not counted on the possibility that one of those emotions would be lust.

      “I wish I hadn’t told you I met her.”

      “But you did,” Davith says with relish as he swipes a comb through the pieces of hair that peek out from my helmet.

      This is a step too far. “Put the comb down before I chop off the hand that holds it.”

      He gasps. “How could I forget! Your sword. I need to have a page fetch it from the smithy.”

      He moves to the tent’s opening, presumably to track one down, but I am quick to block his path. He stops short with a sigh of frustration. Most people would be intimidated by having me in their way. I am a rather large fellow, though I say it myself, and I do not remember a time when I didn’t have a weapon on my person, or know how to wield it. I doubt my nurse let me around pointy blades when I was still in leading strings, but I cannot be sure. Davith only seems irritated, though, at having to waste precious moments trying to get around me. I summon my most menacing stance, which again, really is rather frightening. I cannot tell you how many times other warriors have decided it was an unwise decision to engage me in combat, based on this stance alone. It should manage to scare even the likes of Davith, who knows me too well.

      “What did you do to my sword, Davith?” Up to this point, I have only been jesting with my valet. But if he did something with my sword of which I do not approve, he may very well lose that hand, then take a permanent vacation to Ostocam. “Tell me you did not also coat my weapon with gilt.”

      “Even I know there are some boundaries that should never be crossed, Your Grace. I merely asked the smithy to add a small…enhancement.”

      “What?” Anger churns within me, burning through my guts.

      “I asked him to engrave its name on the handle.”

      Dragonspear. It is not the name I gave my sword. For it is not just my sword. It was my father’s and his father’s before him. It has been in my family since the first dragons came to Logaland. The blade has a vein of ignatum running through it, forming its core. Ignatum is an element found only in the fiery pits of the mountain volcano of Muspel, where it is said the first dragons of Logaland were born. It is an indestructible metal. Dragonspear will never bend. Never break. To be blended into the sword, ignatum must be melted at the hottest of temperatures, using only dragon’s fire for its forging. As metaphors go, it’s rather on the nose. Logaland will always dominate Plane because of its dragons. Her kings will never submit, never surrender.

      But still, it is a most superior weapon, and I treasure it.

      I do not think my father, or his fathers before him, would disapprove of Davith’s decision.

      Cocky bastard.

      “You could have asked my permission,” I say sulkily.

      “And you could have said no, which is why I didn’t.”

      I sigh. It is no use arguing. “Well, then, do I look presentable, at least?” It is not a question I can ever remember asking in my life. Nor can I think of a time when I would have cared about the answer.

      If I didn’t know better, I’d say I’m nervous. It’s not a sensation with which I have much experience. I’m not one of those obnoxious, pretentious fellows who would boast they’ve never known a moment’s doubt or hesitation, not in the whole of their lives. There was the time I lost my virginity to a lass who worked in one of the taverns by Old Town’s gates. She did not know my identity, for I wanted to prove I could woo a maid without the benefit of my pedigree. I succeeded, to such a degree I must say, I’ve never again felt nervous about proving my prowess.

      Then there was my first battle. I was nearly shitting bollocks, such were my nerves. I was a resounding success in this arena as well, however. Still, after hundreds of battles, I have flutters in my belly when I take command of the shield wall. Any man who no longer feels hesitation before battle, particularly when he is in command of many levies and responsible for whether other warriors live or die, is a fool.

      I am many things, not all of them favorable, but a fool is not one of them.

      I am not nervous about the joust. The possibility of injury is ever present, but I have won almost every tournament I ever entered, and it is not because I am the king, so others allow me victory. The princelings and kings of other nations do not care. They are not my subjects. I am just better. This is not boastfulness, just fact.

      I realize I am apprehensive about paying suit to the Princess Thyra. I suspect she is not the sort to be impressed when I win the joust. That she will not fall at my feet in a delirium of appreciative joy. If only she would, then this business would be so much easier.

      Davith seems to realize I no longer care about his interference and slides past me to fetch the page, so I may be reunited with my sword. I cannot let him off that easily, though. “Oh, and Davith, do try to remember to ask me first, in future, when you want to tamper with my weapons.”

      He grins. “Do not worry, Your Grace. Rest assured, I will not.”
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      You’d think this Handfasting spectacle would involve some conversation between myself and the applicants for my hand in marriage. But you would be mistaken. The festivities begin with a joust. It’s a lovely word, joust. One thinks of heroic knights astride their gleaming steeds, their banners flying, begging ladies in the stands for their favors. But it is a muddy, bloody business, especially when the warriors from our neighboring kingdoms are involved. The peoples of the North are not exactly known for their fanciful notions of what constitutes a knightly gentleman.

      Kill. Or be killed.

      Rule. Or be ruled.

      A man’s purpose in the kingdom of Vagmar–and in all of Plane, if I am not mistaken–is to fight. He is born being expected to be a warrior. He is trained from a young age. A Vagmarian woman is also trained as a warrior, but her responsibilities only begin with the defense of the kingdom. First and foremost, she should be able to defend home and hearth when her man is away. But also, she should be ornamental when required.

      Unless you are a princess.

      Then your purpose is to appear ornamental but also bear as many heirs as possible to your husband, so the kingdom may be preserved. It is difficult to achieve both objectives at once. Constantly conceiving and delivering children is not an occupation which lends itself to preserving one’s youthful beauty.

      Vagmar is not the wealthiest kingdom of Plane. This honor belongs to Logaland. But it is prosperous. My father has outdone himself with the preparations for this festival, and the joust is no exception. The tiltyard is groomed immaculately. There are stands provided for all, even the poorest citizens of our kingdom. In the section where our nobles sit, garlands of flowers bedeck every row of benches. A miracle, it seems, when one considers it is midwinter, and flowers can only be harvested from hothouses.

      The contestants, both of this joust and for my hand in marriage, are mounted before us in the tiltyard, saluting my father, who sits under a damask gold canopy on a throne-like chair fashioned by his own royal woodcarver for this very occasion. I sit to his left, lower of course, so he may appear that much grander. Mine own seat has a back, unlike the benches on which the other spectators sit, my ladies-in-waiting included.

      Lyda is my favored attendant. Her father is a prominent jarl and sits on my father’s council. But I do not prefer her company because of her lineage. I enjoy it because she has a sense of humor. I cannot say the same for most of my ladies, who were chosen by my father because of their ancestry, certainly not their suitability as my attendant.

      “I could not bring myself to bed a single one of these turds,” Lyda hisses to me, keeping a watchful eye on my father, making sure he does not overhear.

      “Why, thank you, Lyda. Your words are such a comfort to me.”

      “Oh, please. You know this to be true. The best you can hope for is to pop out an heir and a spare for one of these lechers, then pray you may take up with a serviceable young guardsman when your childbearing duties are finished.”

      “You are forgetting, adultery in a queen is usually considered treason. I’d probably lose my head, even if I did find a guardsman I fancy.” Not that it is likely. If I were to have a choice in my partner, it would be someone with a more academic bent than a soldier. And yet, I suspect the stranger from the hall is more soldier than scholar, but this does not seem to bother me.

      “I must say, however, Harald of Hausen’s mount is quite a specimen. He must have acquired him from Logaland. Though I am surprised he mounts a horse and not a sheep,” says Lyda.

      I clap a hand to my mouth, stifling my snort of laughter. “I’d heard it was cows.”

      “No matter. What I know for certain is he does not deserve such a magnificent piece of horseflesh.”

      Lyda is an exceptional equestrian. I can tell she begrudges Harald his mount, and I must admit, he is fairly useless as a jouster. Come to think of it, he is not quite serviceable at any knightly or princely skill. But enough of Harald. Lyda has mentioned the Kingdom of Logaland, and my merriment evaporates like water in the southern desert kingdoms of Plane. Lyda places a comforting hand over my own. “I am sorry. I did not mean to bring up Logaland. I spoke without thinking. It is their horses, you see. I forget reason when I think of those magnificent steeds. It is positively unfair such a powerful nation, already in possession of a legion of dragons, should also breed the finest horseflesh.”

      I was nervous about this joust already. Not just because at its conclusion, my betrothed may be named. But because I have to sit through hours of violence and potential bloodshed, clenching my teeth in the hopes they will not form into fanged points. Praying to the gods the scratching sensation between my shoulder blades stays only a minor irritation, and does not presage the eruption of my wings. Edda cinched my stays so bloody tightly, they’d likely be caught in the confines of my gunna. This sounds painful, and I do not wish to discover whether I am correct. Besides, I do not think even Edda’s handiwork can contain my feathered friends for long. Nothing can. Smell blood. Grow wings. It has ever been my curse. And my senses do not distinguish from the false combat of a joust and the mortal danger of actual warfare, which a Valkyrie craves more than air.

      These worries threaten to overtake me, but I find my resolve, knowing Lyda is waiting for an answer. Knowing crowds of spectators likely observe me at this very moment, wondering if I favor a particular opponent. Searching for any signs of weakness in my behavior. A frown, perhaps, or hunched shoulders. Any betrayal of my misery, and the entire capital will know of it by nightfall.

      “It is no matter,” I finally say. “I should be able to bear to hear its name spoken without flinching. A princess should have more control over her emotions. Though if anyone begins speaking of the old king of Logaland, I may scream.”

      I mean the present king's father, the one responsible for my mother’s death.

      “I shall not mention him, but you should be aware the new king, his son, is here. It is all anyone can talk of. Had you not been hidden away by Edda in your chamber, you would have known already.”

      “Why is he here?”

      “I suppose he has traveled to Rhok for the same reason as all the other princelings of Plane. To secure your hand.”

      “But that’s preposterous!” Fear grips me, opening a cold pit in my belly, for I suspect it is, in fact, possible the Logalander king has come for my hand. Logalanders always take what they want, and of course, their king would want Vagmar and all its riches.

      “Is it? And here I thought the purpose of a royal marriage is to secure an alliance between kingdoms. To heal past misdeeds. To forge a brighter future for all parties involved…excepting the bride and groom, of course. They’re usually miserable with these arrangements.”

      Lyda’s violet eyes sparkle. She is, of course, wearing a gunna in a matching hue to complement them. It is one of Edda’s greatest regrets I am the royal heir and not someone like Lyda, I am sure. My friend appears every inch the princess–head always tilted regally, soft brown hair never out of sorts, quick to horse, and even quicker to arms. We should switch places. Indeed, if we could, I would.

      “I see your point, but my father would never allow it.” Or would he? He is ever cunning and devious in his political dealings, but I’d never thought he would jeopardize my own well-being to achieve his aims. And my well-being is exactly what would be at risk if I am wed to Logaland. Vagmarian princesses who travel to that nation have a habit of winding up dead.

      It is then I see him, the prince I could not take my eyes from when he stood in the hall in front of my father. Forget what I said about crude warriors and even cruder tongues. Here stands a true knight. He is in possession of a gleaming steed and polished armor. A scarlet plume of feathers stands erect atop his helmet, which he has tucked in one arm. I cannot see him well from this distance, but it does not matter. I have already seen him this morn, and he left an impression.

      Something about him sets him apart, besides his looks. At first, I cannot quite place my finger on it, and then I realize what it is. He does not seem amused by the joust. Indeed, he seems bored. Dismissive, even. As though he is silently mocking all the swearing, fetid warriors surrounding him in the field.

      He strides forward to pay his respects to my father and me, and I must restrain myself from gaping. Edda is not here to remind me to keep my teeth together. Only a handful of my ladies sit beside me, and all but Lyda are too busy tittering at the specimen before us to notice I act just as foolish as them for once, when encountering a handsome male.

      His eyes are even blacker than I thought, if such a thing is possible. And they are pinned on me. Not in an appreciative way. Nor in a seductive manner. But as if those eyes…own me. In our world, black hair is a rarity. Black eyes, I do not think I have ever seen. I have heard stories of the people to the South, that such features are more common there. But in the cold of the North, our eyes are light and our skin even lighter.

      He does not ask for my favor. Every warrior in the lists today has asked for it. It is expected, of course, as they are here for me. To impress me. To win me. As though I were a prize courser or a bag of silver. As instructed by my father, I cannot bestow my favors on just one knight. It would make the others jealous if I seem to prefer one suitor so early in the proceedings.

      And this directive suited me, as I have no interest in bestowing favors on a single one of these insipid man-children. At least, not until now. If this warrior asked for my favor, I might be tempted.

      I am irrationally angry he has not asked.

      I peer closer at the coat of arms that decorates his shield. If I can recognize it–I am familiar with most, and those with which I am not familiar are likely not worth knowing–I will know from which kingdom he hails. And of course, his name. Then I will know for whom to cheer. Marriage is unavoidable. I have accepted this. But it may as well be to someone whose touch I might actually welcome. Whose eyes make me feel short of breath when he looks my way. Even princesses deserve to feel a little breathless sometimes.

      His shield is broad and tall, but then so is he. Painted on its surface, a pair of black dragons sit on either side of a cloud, seeming to hold it up. My heart plummets to my stomach. Atop the cloud is a crown. The coronet is painted black to represent the dark metal of what I presume to be ignatum. Actually, what I know to be the indestructible element of ignatum, for I recognize this coat of arms as well as I know mine own. Though it is devoid of precious jewels, this crown is known throughout the Realm of Plane, for its adornment is unmistakable and grotesque. The coronet is encircled by fangs.
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