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      Greetings, and thank you for picking up The Romantasy Collection!

      When I published my second novel, Encrypted, at the beginning of 2011, there wasn’t a “romantasy” genre. You could find the occasional high-fantasy romance here and there (I’m a fan, so I definitely looked), but agents weren’t requesting it, and fans weren’t clamoring for publishers to put out such stories.

      I’d written Encrypted purely because, as a reader, I enjoy a romance within an action-packed fantasy-world story. What’s the point of having a grand adventure if you can’t find true love along the way?

      I’ve always been a particular fan of the enemies-to-lovers trope, and you’ll see that theme across the titles in this collection. It doesn’t matter if we’re talking enemy soldiers, enemy elves, or even enemy dragons. I like writing the progression from diehard antagonists to… maybe we’ll have to work together to… hey, maybe I like you. Encrypted was a fun one because, as you’ll see, the heroine doesn’t know the mysterious romantic interest is an enemy, at least not right away. The real conflict starts when she finds out who he is.

      Since the romantasy subgenre has gotten more popular these days, I thought I’d put together a collection of some of my previously published fantasy-romance novels to see if they might find new readers. I’ve chosen four books that can all stand alone as complete stories, even if they happen to have sequels or (in the case of Balanced on the Blade’s Edge) kick off a series. If you don’t continue on, the romantic arcs and stories should all feel complete. Of course, if you enjoy the characters and worlds, I invite you to read more of my work.

       

      There are four novels in this collection:

       

      
        
          	
        The Elf Tangent
      

      	
        Encrypted
      

      	
        Balanced on the Blade’s Edge
      

      	
        Dragon Bond (first published under my pen name, Ruby Lionsdrake)
      

      

      

       

      For those who wonder about heat or “spice” level, the first two novels are clean romances, meaning any spicy interactions are reserved for the future or take place behind closed doors (or tent flaps). With the third story, Balanced on the Blade’s Edge, there are some steamy bits on the page. And with the final, Dragon Bond, there are a little longer and more detailed steamy bits.

      Something for everyone? I hope so!

      Thank you for checking out this collection.
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      “Mathematical Models on the Creation of Economic Prosperity Through Capital Creation—are you kidding me, Your Highness?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I was nine.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Those two are oozing trouble,” Theli grumbled.

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

      Once more, Theli reached out and steadied her.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Behind him, his fellow officer rolled his eyes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      He bowed again to Aldari and walked toward the doorway.

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

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

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

      “How would ink affect anything?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Uh,” Aldari uttered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Hello, Rothi,” Aldari said.

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

      “To protect me on the journey?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Rothi shook his head bleakly.

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

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

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

      “Aldi… I can’t breathe.”

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

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

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

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

      “No,” he admitted.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “She used to tell us the story.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Theli stirred, startled. “Your Highness?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “That’s possibly true.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Theli raised her eyebrows.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “He did not.”

      Theli raised frank eyebrows.

      “Did he really?” Aldari asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I’m glad to hear it.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Gomoth looked uncertainly at Sabor.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The soldiers turned toward him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You are welcome.”

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

      “Of course.”

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

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

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

      “Yes, Your Highness.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I’ll ride in the carriage.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “We’re probably safe until nightfall.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “We should have sailed,” Theli said.

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

      “They’ve got a river.”

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

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

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

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

      “Ha ha.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “We could be pummeled to death in here.”

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

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

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

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

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

      Something warm trickled down her forehead. Blood.

      “Stay here,” Theli rasped.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Men sent by the empire.”

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

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

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

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

      Aldari wished she understood their language.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Why?”

      Setvik folded his arms over his chest.

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

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

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

      “I don’t understand.”

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

      Setvik smiled coldly. “We’re kidnapping you, Princess.”
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      Aldari rode on horseback, a leather thong binding her wrists together. Her legs weren’t tied to the stirrups, and her mouth wasn’t gagged, but there would have been little point in yelling. Who out here—besides vorgs, wolves, and possibly imperial men who wanted her dead—would hear her? All she could do was watch the ferns and pines pass by, her brain absently picking out patterns in the foliage.

      Behind her, Theli was in a similar state, astraddle another horse. Both of their mounts had belonged to soldiers, soldiers who’d been alive that morning and were now dead. They’d died saving Aldari’s life, but at the moment, she struggled to find gratitude. All along, she’d been wary of the elves, something about them seeming off to her, but she hadn’t trusted her instincts. She hadn’t told her father to send them away, that she didn’t want to go with them.

      Would he have listened? Or would he have dismissed her instincts as quickly as he dismissed the work she published under her pen name?

      She sniffed surreptitiously and blinked away tears—she did not want to cry in front of these people, especially that smug bastard, Setvik. He was behind her on foot, leading Theli’s horse. Hawk also walked and led hers, though he hadn’t spoken more than five words to her since his lieutenant’s odious announcement.

      Most of the rest of the elves were riding now. They’d rounded up the horses they’d recovered after the battle. It wasn’t as if the soldiers had needed them, and if the horses had been left to fend for themselves in the mountains, they likely would have been killed by predators. Even so, it was hard for Aldari not to think of it as theft, and she wondered if the elves had colluded with or even arranged for the imperial attack as a distraction, so they could get what they’d wanted.

      What would have happened if the Taldarian men hadn’t attacked? Would the elves have waited until nightfall, slit the throats of the sleeping soldiers, and stolen Aldari all the same?

      She glanced back, wishing she dared confer with Theli, but the trail was too narrow for them to ride side by side, even if the elves would have allowed it. Theli, her cheek purpled from a rising bruise, lifted her chin attentively, as if awaiting some command. Did she want Aldari to suggest an escape attempt?

      Unfortunately, the elves had taken their weapons. Even if, by some crazy stroke of luck, they could escape their fearsome captors, they would be as helpless in the mountains as the horses would have been.

      Still, Aldari nodded and mouthed, “Later.”

      She had no idea where the elves were taking them or why they wanted her, but as soon as she and Theli got an opportunity, she would order an escape attempt.

      Setvik, who didn’t seem to miss anything, caught the exchange and snorted. Hawk glanced up at Aldari.

      She looked away, glowering off into the woods. Her first thought was to say nothing to him, but maybe that was foolish. She ought to learn whatever he was willing to share on the off chance that it would help them formulate an escape plan.

      “Why did you kidnap us, Captain?” Aldari asked, forcing herself to be respectful and use his rank. Maybe if she was courteous with him, he would be less likely to treat them poorly later. “If you intend to ransom me to Prince Xerik, I doubt my value to him is equal to the injuries your men took.” Or the deaths of those poor soldiers. “We haven’t even met yet.”

      Maybe she shouldn’t have said that. Would it have been better to have Hawk believe she was tremendously valuable? If he couldn’t get whatever coin he sought, he might cut her throat.

      “We have no interest in the Orath Kingdom or its prince, Your Highness,” Hawk said. “My duty is to my people.”

      “And your people need me?” she asked skeptically.

      “They do.”

      Setvik spoke sharply, some warning to Hawk. An order for him not to share their secrets? Which one of them was truly in charge?

      Hawk snapped back over his shoulder at Setvik. He glowered at the trail ahead for a moment before taking a breath, smoothing his face, and looking up at Aldari.

      “I regret that our act is inconveniencing you and your maid. If it’s possible, we’ll return you unharmed, so that you may continue with your wedding plans.”

      “Maid?” Theli blurted a protest. “Do I look like the kind of woman who helps a princess take a bath and pick out her clothes?” She waved her bound hands as much as she could to encompass her black trousers and tunic, the clothes chosen because they allowed athletic movement, not because of a fashion choice.

      Aldari wished she wore trousers and a tunic rather than a dress that was as much grime as fabric now. “She’s my bodyguard. If she were my maid, she wouldn’t have been clubbing enemies with a mace.”

      “Two days ago, she was a librarian,” Hawk said mildly.

      “A lie I wish you’d believed.” Aldari shook her head.

      “We did our research before coming.”

      “Research about what I look like? Why? I hardly believe the elves have some prince of their own that they want me to marry for an alliance.”

      Hawk, who’d been nothing but graceful up until that point, stumbled. He shot her a glance she couldn’t read, but he recovered quickly, his face smoothing, though a hint of amusement—or maybe irony?—brightened his green eyes.

      “No, Your Highness,” he said. “The elves do not seek an alliance through marriage with a human princess.”

      His tone was polite, but Setvik’s wasn’t when he muttered, “As if our people would seek an alliance with a puny kingdom of fishers and farmers who can’t even fight off a few vorgs.”

      Thinking of those who’d died at that farmstead, Aldari couldn’t keep from blanching and feeling insulted on the behalf of the fallen.

      “Or spread the legs of some human wench, wishing her to bear a feeble half-breed child,” Setvik added.

      “Wench?” Theli roared.

      Aldari clamped down on her tongue, barely holding back an angry retort of her own. Maybe she should have let it out, but if Hawk spoke the truth, and he intended to let her and Theli go eventually, she didn’t want to irritate the elves so much that they changed their minds.

      “Enough, Setvik,” Hawk said over his shoulder, anger taking the light from his eyes. “You will not insult our guests or be crude around them.”

      Setvik, grip tightening on the reins he held, shot an icy glare forward, not at Hawk but at Aldari. It was as full of murderous anger as she’d seen in the eyes of the imperial axeman, and she barely kept from shrinking away.

      Her decision not to irritate the elves seemed wise. Though she tended to believe Hawk would do as he’d said, and let them go when he’d finished… whatever he planned for them, she was a lot less certain about Setvik. He seemed to be fantasizing about driving a dagger between her shoulder blades. What she’d done to offend him, she couldn’t guess, but she didn’t want to give him a reason to fulfill his fantasy.

      Setvik spoke softly in his own tongue, the words for Hawk. Hawk flicked his fingers in dismissal and faced forward. Was he aware of Setvik glowering at the back of his head? Or the rest of the mercenaries stealing glances toward them?

      Not wanting to give them a reason to argue further, especially when she had the feeling her fate would be much more questionable if something happened to Hawk, Aldari tamped down her curiosity and didn’t ask any more questions.

      All she could hope was that when they camped for the night, she and Theli would be able to slip away. Somehow. If the elves succeeded in taking them across the Forever Fog River and into their strange and ominous land, rumored to be full of creatures far deadlier than vorgs, Aldari doubted escape would be possible.
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      At twilight’s approach, the elves created a campsite alongside the trail near a stream that meandered down the slope. Aldari’s butt was sore from the long day’s ride, and her entire body had stiffened painfully, bruises rising in all the places that she’d struck as the carriage had tumbled from the road. She stifled a gasp as she dismounted, not wanting her captors—especially Setvik—to have the satisfaction of witnessing her distress. At least neither she nor Theli, as far as Aldari knew, had broken any bones.

      She wouldn’t have minded walking around and returning the blood flow to her body, but Hawk directed her and Theli to a log. While his men cared for and fed the horses, he pulled leathery green bars and water out of his pack for them.

      “If I untie your hands so you can eat more easily,” Hawk said, “will you give me your word that you won’t try to escape?”

      “No.” Aldari wondered if he would have believed her if she’d said yes. Maybe she should have, as it was her duty to do whatever she could to get away.

      He snorted softly. “Very well then.”

      He handed them each one of the dubious green bars, then waved for them to sit on the log. Gingerly, Aldari lowered herself onto the moss-covered bark and sniffed at what was apparently food. Macerated and compacted plant material with darker bits dotted in, it had a strong earthy scent.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “A moss bar.”

      “Moss? I didn’t know moss was edible.” Aldari stared at the leathery rectangle.

      Theli, who was still standing, jerked her bar out to arm’s length, as if it had bitten her. A nearby horse nickered, nostrils twitching as it turned its head toward the meal. If Theli wasn’t that hungry, her bar might end up in its mouth.

      After the long day, Aldari couldn’t imagine refusing food, however dubious. Her stomach growled uncertainly.

      “Much of it is,” Hawk said. “Most isn’t very nutritionally dense, but we have a few species that we cultivate that are high in protein and keep well when preserved. The bars are good for travel. We add cranberries to give them a more palatable flavor.”

      “Remind me to get the recipe from you before I leave,” Aldari said. “I’m sure cranberry-moss bars would be popular at the Solstice Day Festivities.”

      Hawk arched his blond brows. “I sense you’re mocking my food.”

      “You’re astute for a kidnapper.”

      “Because the moss keeps me sharp. What do your people eat regularly?”

      “Fish and potatoes. We’re far enough north that our growing seasons are fairly short. Potatoes are among the few crops that are reliable and store well over the winter.” She realized that most of his continent was even farther north than Delantria. No wonder they ate moss.

      “Potatoes?” Hawk asked. “Aren’t those poisonous?”

      “Only when they’re raw. And it would be rare for one to kill you. Usually you just get some, uhm, digestive distress.”

      “The moss doesn’t have that effect.” He sounded smug.

      Setvik walked past, glancing at them and saying something dismissive in his language. Probably that human culinary practices were barbaric.

      A few other elves sank down with groans, men who’d been injured during the fighting. After the battle, Hawk must have been worried about more enemies in the area, because he hadn’t stopped to let his people treat their wounds. Now, however, a silver-haired elf with a brown leather bag that might have been a medical kit moved among the mercenaries, asking questions and probing injuries.

      If he was a doctor, he was impressively capable with a sword. Aldari had glimpsed him fighting.

      “Does either of you need medical attention?” Hawk glanced at the top of Aldari’s head, where she’d hit it and bled. “I can call over Medic Mevleth.”

      There was a painful knot up there—she had painful knots everywhere—but Aldari shook her head, not wanting one of her captors probing her all over.

      “I’d take a painkiller,” Theli muttered, sinking down clumsily onto the log. Having their hands bound made even simple acts difficult. “Or five. Do you have any waywar root?”

      “We have something similar.” Hawk spoke to the medic.

      Mevleth grunted and tossed over two packets of something, then knelt before a young elf who was grimacing as he peeled out of his armor. Hawk caught the packets and handed one to Theli and one to Aldari, though she hadn’t asked for anything.

      “If you’re in dire straits, he has some magical healing potions,” Hawk said, “but he must think you’re unlikely to die and that something to dull the pain will be sufficient.”

      “Lucky us,” Aldari said.

      “Lucky us.” Hawk smiled and placed a hand on his chest. He hadn’t yet said what he wanted a human princess for.

      Theli unwrapped her packet, revealing a gray powder redolent of crushed rocks. “Appealing.”

      “They’re aged and dried aslavar berries from our homeland.” Hawk sat on the log next to Aldari. “The powder is potent. Take only half, and see if that’s enough. If you’re still in pain, you can consume the second dose, but you might fall asleep afterward.”

      Aldari eyed him, wishing he would go away. With their captors so close all day, she hadn’t been able to conspire with Theli. She didn’t quite know what they would conspire about, as she hadn’t been able to formulate a plan beyond wait for them to fall asleep, grab horses, and run.

      She had been considering the horses and which ones appeared strongest and most athletic. Since she and Theli were lighter than the elves, it was possible the horses they selected might be able to outrun theirs, but the idea of charging blindly down a mountain path in the dark daunted her. She also doubted all the elves would allow themselves to sleep at once.

      Aldari dabbed her tongue to the powder, puckered at the rancid, ashy taste, and couldn’t keep from coughing. Crushed rock would have been less abhorrent. She thought about drowning out the taste with the moss bar, but that was probably as loathsome. Instead, she grabbed the canteen from Theli and swigged water as tears ran down her cheeks.

      Several of the elves laughed, their voices oddly musical for hardened killers.

      “Our medicine is rarely delicious, I fear,” Hawk said.

      “You said this came from berries?” Aldari rasped. “Isn’t the purpose of berries to get birds to eat them and spread the seeds to help the species survive? I’m shocked that whatever bush these came from hasn’t been extinct for eons.”

      “Ah, I believe the medicine may be from the seeds within the berries.”

      Aldari made herself touch her tongue to the packet again, forcing herself to take the suggested half dose.

      Theli eyed hers in the darkening gloom. “Maybe I can deal with my pain.”

      “It’s not that bad.” Aldari coughed and took another swig.

      “Yes, the cheerful glow to your face makes me eager to tongue it up.”

      “In addition to lessening pain,” Hawk said, “it’s supposed to boost your body’s natural ability to heal itself.”

      Aldari handed the canteen to Theli. “Enjoy.”

      While Hawk chewed on a moss bar and Aldari unsuccessfully willed him to go away, the mercenaries worked around them. Setvik also worked, setting up tripwires and other defenses Aldari could only guess at in the dim light. She tried to make note of where they were placed, since they could as easily impede an escape as an invasion, but what she found herself noticing was that the mercenaries looked to Setvik, asking him questions and nodding obediently at his orders. None of them asked anything of Hawk.

      “Are you really in charge here?” Aldari nibbled from the corner of her bar. It was as dreadful as she’d feared, only slightly less bitter than the medicinal powder. Maybe she would pick out the cranberries.

      “Of course. Veth Setvik is my second-in-command, and I delegate duties to him while I lounge on logs with pretty ladies.” Hawk waved his ration bar in the air. “Privileges of command. Is it not so in the human lands?”

      Though he smiled, ignoring a dark look that Setvik gave him, Hawk watched her intently. Wondering if she believed him? Despite his quick smiles, his eyes were always intent. He had a way of holding her gaze that made her feel that she had his undivided attention, that she was important to him. But why?

      “I guess.” Aldari thought of Lieutenant Sabor and the other soldiers who’d died, and shivered. “Did you collude with the Taldar Empire and arrange for their men to attack our caravan, so you could more easily steal us away?”

      “We did not,” Hawk said without hesitation. “We were aware that they had men in the mountains who might be a threat, because we came this way as we traveled to your kingdom, but we did not interact with them.”

      “But you planned all along to kidnap us.”

      “To kidnap you, yes.” Hawk glanced at Theli but pointed at Aldari. “We planned to subdue and tie up the human soldiers during the night. It is unfortunate that there were deaths.”

      He seemed sincere, but Aldari didn’t trust her ability to read a near stranger. A near elf stranger, at that. Though they smiled and glared similarly to humans, it was possible some of their facial expressions were different. It was also possible Hawk was a practiced liar.

      “And why do you want me?” she asked. “You rudely neglected to answer that question the last time I asked it.”

      “My apologies, Your Highness. Mercenaries aren’t known for their manners.” Hawk bent toward her in a sitting bow.

      As long seconds passed, Aldari realized he didn’t intend to answer her question this time, either. She made an exasperated noise and was tempted to throw the moss bar at him.

      “Once we’ve reached Serth, I’ll be at liberty to speak more freely,” Hawk offered.

      Aldari had no plans to stick around that long, but she sensed that interrogating him further wouldn’t get her anywhere. What she truly wanted was to plot and scheme with Theli. In private.

      “To keep your mercenaries from resenting your lounging-with-ladies privileges,” Aldari said, “maybe you could build us a fire. It’s getting chilly.”

      She had a feeling Hawk was sticking close to make sure they didn’t escape—or weren’t the target of imperial bowmen lurking in the forest—not because he made a habit of relaxing while others worked.

      “We can’t risk a fire. It would act as a beacon that could help others find us.”

      “You think there are others out here who’ll be looking for us in the middle of the night?” As she finished the question, a wolf howled nearby. Something that might have been a vorg or another large predator roared farther up the hillside. “A fire might keep the animals away.”

      “We can handle the animals.”

      “We can’t.” Aldari held up her bound hands.

      “I will protect you.”

      “Because you need me for something.”

      “Yes.”

      “But you won’t tell me what.”

      Hawk glanced at Setvik, who never seemed to be far away. “We’re taking you to elves who will explain everything. My understanding is limited. I’m a warrior, not a scholar.”

      “And you need a scholar?” Aldari glanced at Theli, but she only shrugged and raised her eyebrows. “What makes you think I qualify, Hawk?”

      She remembered the math problem she’d shared with her brother and how intently Hawk had watched their exchange. But being able to do multiplication in her head didn’t make her a scholar. It was something lots of people could do, including her tutor. She had studied mathematics and economics for years, but how would an elf from another kingdom have known that? Her own family didn’t know her pen name, so this couldn’t have anything to do with the papers she’d published. Besides, what would the elves care about the economics of human kingdoms?

      “You seem smart,” Hawk said, smiling again.

      He was only flattering her to avoid answering her question, so she shouldn’t have been anything but irritated, but he had a roguish charm, and irritation wasn’t the feeling that arose within her when he smiled and gazed into her eyes.

      She scowled and looked away, refusing to experience any kind of attraction to her captor. Her captor who might have, despite what he claimed, colluded with the imperial men so he could more easily kidnap her. If he had, the deaths of Lieutenant Sabor and the other soldiers were his fault. Even if he hadn’t, he was stealing her away from her journey and her wedding, a wedding that would seal an alliance her people desperately needed.

      Theli gagged, coughed, and drank from the canteen only to sputter and dump half the water on her tunic.

      “You either disagree that I’m smart,” Aldari said, “or you tried the powder.”

      “It’s dreadful. Better to pass out and die on the mountainside.”

      “You get used to it,” Hawk said, then called to the medic for a packet of his own. Maybe his body was stiffening up after the battle and the long walk. When the medic tossed him a packet, Hawk dumped all of it in his mouth, despite having warned them to start with a half dose. He must have had a rough day of fighting and kidnapping.

      “Don’t let that make you drowsy,” Setvik told him. “If their people are vaguely competent, we’ll have company tonight.”

      “Doubtful,” Hawk said.

      “You let that man get away.” Setvik slapped the scabbard of one of his swords and switched to his language for the rest.

      “We came for the princess,” Hawk said, opting to continue in the human tongue, “not to kill their people. We don’t need any more enemies.”

      Aldari frowned and sat up straighter. Who’d gotten away? One of her father’s soldiers? If he escaped the mountains and reached the garrison in the mainland, was it possible the troops there could send a rescue party? One that would catch up in time? Before they reached the Forever Fog River?

      “The rest were dead,” Setvik said, following Hawk’s lead to speak in the human tongue and letting them understand. “If that soldier fell to a knife, nobody would have known who was responsible.”

      The admission that Setvik would have killed a soldier in cold blood sent a chill through Aldari, but it didn’t surprise her, not in the least. He glared at her, and she had to fight the urge to scoot closer to Hawk. He was her kidnapper, not her savior. She needed to escape him as much as she did the others.

      “We’re not here to kill anyone, unless in self-defense, as it was today. Or to protect her.” Hawk tilted his head toward Aldari. “I know you’re a bloodthirsty brute who abandoned his people years ago, but you agreed to this mission.”

      Rage flared in Setvik’s eyes, and his fists wrapped around the hilts of his twin swords, his knuckles white against the skin. “I did not abandon our people. I came to the human lands to work.”

      “You’re a capable soldier, and we needed you to defend the outpost and drive back the enemy.”

      Setvik switched back to their language to reply, his hands still tight on his weapons.

      Hawk remained sitting on the log, calmly eating his moss bar.

      “Is it wise to goad him?” Aldari whispered, again worrying that she and Theli would be in trouble—more trouble—if Hawk died and Setvik ended up in charge of their mission.

      “Not in the least.” Hawk took a casual bite from his bar. Despite that casualness, he kept his gaze on Setvik. “He’s an extremely capable warrior.”

      “I’ve had a lot of practice fighting,” Setvik said.

      “The better to come home and help our people?”

      “As I promised the king I would. I gave my word, but don’t push me, Hawk.” Setvik released his weapons, though his jaw was clenched, and loosening his hands required a visible effort. “If her people catch up with us and attack tonight, we’ll have to kill them. And it’ll be your fault because you intentionally let one get away.”

      “They won’t catch us. It was half a day back to their border and closest garrison. We’ll get up early and reach the river by noon. They won’t follow us across.”

      “You’d better hope you’re right.” Setvik stalked into the woods, disappearing into the gloom.

      Thanks to the encroaching darkness, Aldari could barely see the mercenaries anymore. She hadn’t been lying about the night air cooling. It snowed in the mountains even in the summer, and she hugged her arms in close, wishing for a blanket. But the elves were traveling light, and she doubted they had such luxuries.

      Since they’d been in a hurry to leave the attack site, they hadn’t allowed her to bring any of her belongings along—not even her books. They couldn’t appreciate academics that much.

      “You two fought well today,” Hawk surprised Aldari by saying. “When I heard that axeman rip the door off its hinges, I didn’t think I would get to the carriage in time. Imagine my surprise when I reached him, and he already had a dagger hole in his gut.”

      “It was just reflex,” Aldari muttered, hardly feeling she should take credit for that wild stab. “I got lucky.”

      “I didn’t,” Theli said. “When I whacked him with my mace, it was calculated.”

      Aldari elbowed her. “That’s why she’s the bodyguard, and I’m the princess.”

      “We brought your weapons along.” Hawk pointed over his shoulder; he’d tied Theli’s mace and Aldari’s dagger to his pack. “When we reach our land, I’ll remove your bindings and return them.”

      “Are you certain we won’t be able to use them to escape?” Aldari asked.

      “I’ll explain our land to you when we reach it, but I’m positive you won’t want to wander alone there.”

      “Are you also positive,” Theli asked, “that if you give us our weapons, we won’t crack you on the head when you’re not looking?”

      “I’m positive the princess won’t.” Hawk’s voice turned dry. “I’m less certain about you.”

      “Good,” Theli said.

      He chuckled and stood, but he paused to touch Aldari’s shoulder. She started to draw away but stopped when he spoke, his voice full of earnestness.

      “I know you don’t care about us or our people, Your Highness—you have no reason to—but we do need you. If the scientist I was working with is right, you may be able to help us do something we’ve been trying and failing to do for centuries.”

      He lowered his hand and disappeared into the darkness in the same direction that Setvik had gone.

      “What do you think that means?” Theli whispered.

      Aldari sighed. “That they’re going to do their damnedest to keep us from escaping.”
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      A boom floated through the mountains, and Aldari yanked her attention back to the trail ahead. All morning, she’d been peering back, hoping to catch a kingdom rescue party about to thunder in to save them. Unfortunately, the elves were maintaining a quick pace, and Hawk had seemed confident when he’d said they would reach the river before the man who’d escaped had time to report and form a rescue party.

      During the night, Aldari had woken often—sleeping with her hands bound and on the lumpy ground hadn’t been conducive to quality rest—and each time, Hawk had been nearby. Further, she’d spotted elves standing guard in the shadows. No opportunities for escape had presented themselves.

      She kept mulling over ideas about how she could create opportunities, but thus far, nothing had been practical. All her mind wanted to do was guess how many miles they’d come and calculate how far they were from the river.

      A second boom followed the first, and her horse’s ears flicked. Its gait remained steady, but she doubted it liked the noise. She didn’t.

      “Was that a cannon?” Theli asked from her mount. Once again, she rode behind Aldari, an elf holding the reins to her horse.

      Surprisingly, Hawk still led Aldari’s horse himself. Despite his talk about privileges of command, this was one duty he hadn’t delegated to anyone else. Some of the elves, including the medic who’d given them another packet of that awful pain medicine that morning, were taking turns riding, but Setvik and Hawk remained on foot.

      “Explosives,” Hawk said. “A mine has been carved out not far from this trail.”

      Setvik muttered something dark in his own tongue. For once, Hawk’s response sounded like one of agreement. They both looked up a scree-covered slope in the direction of the booms and shook their heads.

      “An imperial mine?” Aldari asked.

      “Yes.”

      She looked back, meeting Theli’s eyes. If there were imperial soldiers guarding the miners, soldiers who had heard that their people’s attack on the caravan hadn’t gone well, and if they spotted Aldari, they might try to capture her.

      “We passed by it during the night when we came before,” Hawk said. “It is an eyesore and probably the reason animals are leaving the area.”

      Aldari thought of the farm the vorgs had attacked—perhaps they hadn’t been intentionally driven from the mountains but had simply been fleeing the noise. Of course, just because that may have been inadvertent didn’t mean the Taldar Empire wasn’t to blame.

      A few minutes later, an angry roar emanated through the forest. The booms were off to the side and over a ridge they were walking below, but that roar came from the trail ahead. It prompted the elves to converse, several looking to Setvik.

      Hawk issued an order, and the mercenaries fell silent. Aldari guessed it had been the equivalent of keep going but be ready.

      The trail took them through a field of boulders and more scree, then twisted to follow a slope upward. Soon, their group walked along the top of the ridge. The elves remained alert, looking in both directions as their hands rested on their weapons. Several had taken their bows off their backs and rode or walked with arrows nocked.

      “What is that?” Theli lifted her bound hands to point at a deep miles-long scar that had been dug—or blown—into the mountainside. A river ran near it, and mills had been set up to pulverize rock. Men, tiny from the group’s vantage point on top of the ridge, labored at pulling out ore.

      Thus far, none of them had noticed the elven party, but Aldari couldn’t help but feel vulnerable out in the open. She hoped the trail descended out of their view soon.

      “That is the mine,” Hawk said. “The humans destroy the mountain to tear iron and precious metals from the rock.”

      When Delantria had controlled this part of the mountains, they had also mined, but her people hadn’t done anything to such a large scale. They’d dug tunnels rather than blowing open massive pits.

      “They must need the ore to make weapons,” Aldari said quietly. “For the invasion they’re preparing.”

      Hawk looked up at her.

      “The Taldar Empire wants Delantria—what’s left that they haven’t already taken—so they can have a port on the Kaspire Sea. We need powerful allies to stave them off, and my wedding is our people’s best hope. If we don’t get help from Orath, our entire kingdom could fall in the next year.” Aldari doubted Hawk would change his mission because of her plight, but she couldn’t help but hope that he would realize that a great deal was at stake and that it was selfish of him to kidnap her.

      “The Orath Kingdom will not assist you if there is not a wedding?” Hawk asked.

      “No.” Aldari didn’t go into all the negotiating and bargaining her father had been attempting these past years, not only with Orath but with the Yi Kingdom and some of the larger island nations as well. Unfortunately, few people cared if Delantria retained its independence. To other nations, it did not matter who ruled the peninsula, and Father hadn’t been willing to offer whale oil for free—the one thing the kingdom had that others wanted. Her people could ill afford to give away their one major export. They could only afford to give away daughters.

      “They do not sound like good allies,” Hawk said.

      “They would become so once the two royal families were bound by matrimony.”

      “You think so?” Hawk sounded skeptical. “If they would not help your people without that contingency, are you so certain they will help once they have you?”

      “Yes,” Aldari said firmly, though it had crossed her mind before to notice how little help they’d offered in the time between the betrothal and the wedding. Even so, she didn’t appreciate this foreigner who knew nothing of their people insinuating that there was something wrong with the arrangement. “We have few options. It’s not as if your people have ever crossed the Forever Fog River and offered to help.”

      “Your people did not help us when we asked for assistance,” Setvik said, though he didn’t look back, merely kept eyeing his surroundings with his bow half drawn. “Why would we come to your aid now?”

      “When did you come to our kingdom and ask for help?” Aldari would have remembered elven visitors.

      “Many times centuries ago,” Hawk said as they descended from the ridge, entering the forest once more.

      Another boom rang out from the mine. Another roar came from ahead—closer now.

      “Centuries ago?” Aldari kept her voice to a whisper, not wanting to draw the attention of whatever was ahead of them. It sounded irked.

      “Yes.”

      Was Hawk truly judging her kingdom for things that had happened generations before her father and everyone else had been born? Not that her people had the resources to help the elves with their problems today, even if they’d asked more recently. Perhaps it had been the same in the past.

      “None of the human kingdoms were willing to risk sending troops to our land to help us with our problem. Eventually, we stopped asking. That is why we are now forced to take.” Hawk spread his hand toward her.

      “Well, it’s not right for you to do so. Not when⁠—”

      A roar rang out, this time from the trees only a few dozen yards away. The elves spun in that direction, several raising bows and firing into the woods.

      Aldari glimpsed brown furry creatures on two legs. They had bear-like heads, lupine snouts, and antlers. Vorgs. At least four of them.

      The creatures used the trees for cover, and most of the arrows pierced trunks instead of fur and flesh. More roars came from the trail ahead.

      Aldari’s horse shifted, nickering nervously, its eyes wide as it looked toward the vorgs. Though Hawk drew his sword, he didn’t release the reins. As his mercenaries fired, he cooed at the horse and tried to keep it calm.

      Behind Aldari, Theli’s mount reared up. She cursed and grabbed at the saddle horn as the elf with the reins struggled to keep it under control.

      Setvik stood ahead of the group, firing calmly into the woods, and he caught one of the vorgs as it ran from one tree to another. The arrow lodged in the side of its neck, and it screeched in pain, but it still managed to lunge behind cover.

      The big creatures were hard to kill. And more of them were coming, gathering forces in the woods before making an attack.

      “I want to take the fight to them,” Setvik told Hawk. “Before they gather more.”

      “Some of our men must stay with the princess,” Hawk said.

      “You stay.”

      “Leave two others.”

      A grunt came from the other side of the trail, and a huge boulder flew toward the bowmen. They scattered before it struck down, gouging the earth and flinging up dirt. It had to weigh hundreds of pounds. Had one of the creatures hurled it?

      Two elves turned and fired in that direction as more vorgs appeared on the trail ahead. They were surrounding the group. Aldari glanced behind them. As of yet, the trail was clear in that direction.

      As several bowmen drew swords and ran into the woods toward the vorgs, it occurred to her that this might be the opportunity to escape that she’d wanted. The Taldarian miners had been busy and might not notice fleeing captives. If she and Theli could keep their horses—and keep them under control—they might be able to outrun the elves, especially if more of Hawk’s men were injured.

      “Duck!” Hawk sprang into the air.

      Aldari flattened herself to her horse’s neck as he swept his blade up, connecting with a long stick hurtling through the air toward her. A spear.

      She gaped as his blade sliced through it, both ends clattering to the ground. The spear had been flying straight at her head and would have killed her. She hadn’t even realized the animalistic vorgs were capable of using tools—of crafting weapons.

      Grunts and screeches of pain sounded as the elves reached and engaged with their furred enemies. The mercenaries were as fast and agile as they’d been in other battles, but there were so many vorgs that Aldari wondered if it would be enough.

      Her horse reared up, as frightened by the battle as Theli’s mount. With her heart pounding in her chest, Aldari tried to wrap her arms around its neck to help her stay mounted, but with her wrists bound, all she could do was grip the saddle horn and lean forward. She squeezed her legs tight to keep from falling off.

      Hawk tugged on the reins to convince the horse to drop to all fours again, crooning at it as he watched the forest to either side for more spears.

      “Let us go.” Aldari lifted her bound hands. “Please. I can’t defend myself or even hold on properly.”

      She wanted to slide off, but even that was problematic with her wrists tied. The trail was narrow, boulders and trees to either side.

      Hawk looked up at her. “Will you promise not to try to escape?”

      “Yes,” Theli called with exasperation.

      “No.” Aldari still couldn’t bring herself to lie. “But if you give us weapons and our hands, maybe we can help—or at least be less of a burden.”

      Movement caught her eye—another spear sailing toward them. This time, it flew past overhead, too far above to threaten her, but she couldn’t help but give it a pointed look.

      Hawk hesitated, looked in all directions again, then drew a knife and cut her bonds. “Very well. May the Hunter guide you.”

      Aldari didn’t know what that meant, but she nodded as Hawk untied Theli’s mace and her dagger from his pack. After handing her the blade, he gave her the reins to her horse.

      “Thanks.” Aldari gripped the weapon, though she couldn’t imagine getting in a knife fight with one of the powerful vorgs.

      The elf restraining Theli’s horse questioned Hawk when he ran back to cut Theli’s bonds and hand her the mace, but a boulder flew toward Aldari, and Hawk didn’t answer. He sprinted back toward her horse to pull it out of the way, but Aldari nudged it with her heels, and it lunged forward on its own.

      The boulder tumbled through the air behind her and cracked against a tree. Two vorgs followed it, running toward Aldari and Theli with their claws raised, their furred appendages similar to human arms and hands.

      Hawk charged out to meet the hulking creatures. The elf with Theli took a step, as if to run to help, but he seemed to realize that would leave Aldari and Theli unguarded.

      “Go help him!” Theli barked to him. “Your boss will get pulverized by himself.”

      The elf started to shake his head, either because he’d been ordered not to leave them or he was certain Hawk could handle two vorgs, but two more great furry creatures ran out of the trees to join the first pair. They roared and raised spears, pointing them at Hawk.

      The other elf cursed, gave an order in his language—stay here, no doubt—and ran to help his captain.

      “Now’s our chance,” Theli whispered, the words barely audible over the roars of the vorgs and the shouts of the elves.

      She was right. With fighting on both sides, and even more vorgs up ahead, their captors were as distracted as they would ever be.

      Still, as Aldari lifted the reins, intending to tug her horse around and back the way they’d come, Setvik scowled over at her. Hawk, even though he’d sprung into battle with the first two vorgs, also glanced back. As busy as they were, they hadn’t forgotten about their prisoners.

      Aldari nodded at Theli but raised a finger. If they waited another couple of moments, the elves might stop checking on them so frequently. Hawk might believe Theli had spoken truthfully and didn’t plan to flee.

      Watching them fight, Aldari willed Hawk and Setvik to be so absorbed that they couldn’t pay attention to their captives. The vorgs were over eight feet tall and tremendously powerful. Aldari wouldn’t have glanced away from them.

      One shoved aside a tree, tearing its roots from the ground, then hefted the trunk and threw it at the elves. But Hawk and the other mercenary only jumped aside, easily avoiding the unwieldy projectile. Immediately, they sprang back in, blades cutting into furred flesh. As they fought, leaping and dodging blows that would have crushed elven bones if they’d landed, Hawk glanced back often. Checking on Aldari and Theli.

      Though that exasperated Aldari, she couldn’t help but admire Hawk’s skill as he fought. The elves were all incredibly gifted, leaping and twisting in the air to avoid blows, performing feats of athleticism that humans couldn’t have managed. She admired it, but it scared her as well, especially when the realization hammered into her that if a rescue party did catch up to them, it would be outmatched. Unless she got lucky, and the vorgs, through sheer numbers, injured and killed most of the elves.

      She couldn’t bring herself to wish Hawk would die, even if he’d orchestrated all of this, but she wouldn’t shed any tears if his lieutenant was killed.

      “Aldari,” Theli barked and pointed at the trail ahead.

      Aldari wrenched her gaze from the fight, cursing herself for being mesmerized by the elves’ skills—by their captors’ skills. Four of the vorgs that had been milling on the trail had committed to the battle. They roared and charged toward Aldari and Theli.

      “Go,” Aldari whispered, glancing at Hawk. For the moment, he was distracted by his battle; he wasn’t checking on them. “Now!”

      She worried their mounts would rear up again and fight their guidance, but the horses’ desires were perfectly in line with theirs. At the first nudge, they wheeled around.

      They charged back along the trail toward the ridge, in the only direction there weren’t any vorgs. And they ran at top speed. If not for Theli’s horse ahead of it, Aldari’s might have sprinted even faster.

      She bent low, hanging on for her life as her horse raced along the rocky trail far faster than she would have asked it to. But maybe it was for the best. As wind blew against her face, the sounds of battle receding, Aldari believed they might get away.

      As the horses raced toward the ridge, she thought about the miners and wondered if there was any possibility that she and Theli could hide among those men. But they were enemies as surely as the elves were—perhaps they were even greater enemies. Whatever the elves needed Aldari for, they wanted her alive. The empire was another story.

      Ahead of them, a vorg sprang up from behind a boulder and landed on the trail. It roared and waved a spear.

      Both horses halted too quickly for their riders to compensate. Aldari shifted and tried frantically to hang on, but her mount reared up, and she tumbled free. All she could think about was trying not to break every bone as she landed—and keeping a grip on her dagger.

      Her shoulder struck first, pain blasting her as she rolled down the slope. A cry came from Theli as she also landed hard. She came down closer to the vorg than Aldari, and it focused on her as the horses sprinted off the trail and down the slope.

      Rocks shifted and scree clattered as the big vorg ran toward Theli. Aldari scrambled to her feet, but the air had been knocked out of Theli, and she appeared stunned. As the vorg thundered toward her, it hefted its spear to throw.

      “Get up!” Aldari yelled and hurled her dagger, praying it would strike its target.

      The blade glanced off the vorg’s arm, barely gouging it. Fortunately, it was enough to distract the creature from throwing its spear. In that second, Theli recovered enough to roll out of the way. She’d managed to keep hold of her weapon. Mace raised, Theli yelled and ran toward the vorg.

      Weaponless now that she’d thrown her dagger, Aldari grabbed two rocks.

      The vorg saw Theli coming and swung its spear at her head. As powerful as the creatures were, they weren’t that fast, and she successfully ducked under the attack. She lunged in and hammered her mace into the vorg’s groin.

      It roared and dropped its spear so it could try to grab her. As Theli darted away, Aldari threw one of her rocks. This time, her aim was off, and the projectile flew past its head. Though Theli was fast, a meaty fist clipped her and sent her stumbling.

      Aldari threw her second rock. It struck the vorg in the back of the head, but the creature barely noticed. She needed a more deadly weapon.

      She circled the fight, trying to spot her dagger among the rocks. Theli ducked low under another swipe and came in once more. Her second attack angled toward the vorg’s knee and cracked as loudly as if she’d smacked the metal weapon into a boulder. The creature howled, but the pain didn’t keep it from lunging at Theli.

      Though she tried to dart out of range, its legs and arms were so long that it caught her. It hefted her from the ground and shook her.

      Theli yelled as she kicked, connecting with its jaw. She also smashed her mace into its wrist, but whatever pain the vorg felt, it didn’t deter it. Only the knee strike had truly hurt it.

      Metal glinted among the rocks. Aldari’s dagger.

      She ran and snatched it up, then whirled, looking for a vulnerable spot. As the vorg shook Theli, looking like it might hurl her in the same way its allies had hurled boulders, Aldari ran in behind it. She had no idea where its vital organs were, but she lunged in and drove the dagger into its lower back with all her strength. The creature ought to feel that.

      It roared and flung Theli to the rocks before spinning to face Aldari. Its spin tore the dagger from her grip, and she cursed, backing away as fast as she could. But she couldn’t outrun it, and she didn’t have another weapon.

      As it lunged for her, something sped in from the side. An arrow.

      It lodged in the vorg’s eye, sinking in deep, green feathers quivering. Even that deadly blow didn’t immediately fell the creature. It threw its head back and roared, raising both fists.

      Horse hooves clattered on the scree-covered slope, and Aldari turned as Hawk bent low on the mount he’d acquired, his bow already replaced by his sword. Without slowing, he grabbed her arm and pulled her up.

      “Theli!” Aldari shouted, afraid Hawk would race off and leave her bodyguard.

      Hawk draped Aldari across his lap and kept riding. He’d passed the raging vorg but soon circled back, heels nudging the horse to pick up speed. The vorg, now blind in one eye, the arrow sticking out of its skull, recovered its spear and turned its attention to Theli.

      She crouched, her mace ready, as the vorg threw the weapon. From her awkward position, Aldari couldn’t see what happened, but having an eye knocked out must have affected the vorg’s aim, for the spear didn’t hit Theli. She ran into view, her mace raised.

      But on horseback, Hawk reached their enemy first. He rose up in his saddle, one hand keeping Aldari from falling off, and swung a mighty blow with his sword. It sank into the vorg’s neck, cutting through muscle and into flesh to strike an artery.

      Unlike Aldari, he managed not to lodge his blade in too deep and lose it. He turned the horse to come in for another attack, but the vorg tottered and collapsed on the rocky slope, blood spewing from its neck.

      Theli stepped forward and tugged Aldari’s dagger out of its back. As Hawk slowed his horse, Aldari realized the sounds of battle in the forest behind them had fallen silent. She slumped and met Theli’s grave eyes, afraid they’d lost their only chance to escape. And after the failed attempt, their captors would be more alert than ever.
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      As the party descended from the mountains, they entered a dense fog. Aldari eyed the trees to either side of the trail, noting how poor the visibility was growing, how close another pack of vorgs might creep before anyone noticed them.

      At the moment, however, she felt safe. She was no longer draped across Hawk’s lap—thankfully, as it had been humiliating when he’d ridden back to his mercenaries with her in that position—but sat in front of him on the horse. His arm was wrapped around her, ensuring she wouldn’t go anywhere.

      She should have found it overly familiar and annoying, but after the encounter with the vorgs, she admitted it was comforting. In the last two days, she’d almost been killed not once but twice. Both times, Hawk had saved her. Even though the rational part of her mind kept pointing out that she’d only been in trouble from vorgs because he and his people had kidnapped her, that didn’t keep the scared and emotional part of her from being glad that he and his sword would be between her and any further threats.

      Another of the elves rode behind them in a similar position with Theli. He’d been injured during the battle, so that was why he’d been given a mount, but his sword was out, and he appeared as ready as Hawk to protect his captive.

      Judging by the glower on her face whenever Aldari glanced back, Theli didn’t appreciate the protection as much as Aldari did. She had been faring better in that fight with the vorg. Aldari’s strengths of writing papers and solving math problems weren’t particularly useful in battle.

      “We’ll reach the river soon,” Hawk said, his mouth not far from her ear.

      Aldari had never shared a horse with a man and found herself very aware of him. The forced closeness made it hard to miss the hard muscles of his arms, the warmth of his skin through his clothing, and the way their bodies shifted against each other with the movement of the horse. She would not allow herself to feel attraction to her kidnapper, but she kept catching herself wanting to lean back into him, to enjoy the experience. What would she do, she wondered, if his grip were a little less professional, and his hand drifted higher?

      Swat it away, she assured herself with a firm nod. And tell him she would rather walk than be manhandled by her kidnapper.

      But there was nothing unprofessional about his grip. He was a polite and courteous kidnapper. Whose breath tickled her ear as it whispered across her skin, sending a weird little tingle through her.

      “Do you have a boat waiting?” Aldari asked, forcing her mind to more practical matters. “Or do we have to swim?”

      “Swimming the Forever Fog River would be unwise.”

      “Are there really monsters in it?” She’d heard numerous stories of deadly river serpents that sometimes attacked fishing boats, slipping in close in the deep mist that always covered the waterway, destroying the craft and devouring the crew. But there were also pirates that hid out in those waters, striking at trade ships that were leaving the ports on the western side of the peninsula, then slinking back into the fog to escape reprisal.

      “It borders the eastern side of your peninsula, and you don’t know?” Hawk asked.

      “Our ships don’t travel up it, and most of our cities are along the western coast.”

      Because of all the stories of the river, and because nobody wanted to live that close to the elven continent, the land supposedly infested with monsters reputed to suck the blood of the living and prey on old women and children. They had no mercy, no humanity. Even the magic that was said to permeate the continent was cruel, luring travelers into quicksand and sinkholes or to the maws of deadly predators.

      Aldari turned her head to look at Hawk, wondering how much from the tales was true. Supposedly, even the elves who left their homeland rarely spoke of it.

      His earlier words that his people had once sought help from humans had surprised her. The elves always came across as aloof, as believing themselves superior to humans. She wouldn’t have envisioned them ever asking for help, but she’d had so few interactions with their kind that she didn’t know what was true and what was myth. Hawk didn’t seem aloof.

      “There are large river serpents capable of destroying ships, yes. There are also magical currents and whirlpools that are equally dangerous for one who doesn’t know the waters well.” Hawk sighed. “The river is as cursed as our land.”

      Sadness lurked in his green eyes, and Aldari had the urge to say she was sorry, but she reminded herself that he was an enemy. He wasn’t a friend that she should try to comfort.

      “It wasn’t always that way, I’m told,” Hawk said, “but the fog has been there for centuries. Nobody who lives today remembers a time when it wasn’t. Except perhaps some of the Twisted. Unless they’re killed by blades, they live forever. If you can call what they do living. The curse keeps them from passing into the next realm and finding peace.” He shook his head, the sadness turning to utter bleakness.

      The urge to comfort him returned, to lift a hand and touch his cheek, as if that might take away his pain.

      Aldari clenched her jaw and faced forward, irritated with herself for her feelings. She needed to focus on escaping, nothing more. Yes, the mountains were dangerous, but she had a duty to her kingdom. Besides, she and Theli wouldn’t have to be out there alone for long. All they had to do was hide out until the inevitable search parties came looking for them.

      “Do not try to escape while we are on the river,” Hawk said softly, as if he could read her thoughts.

      A shiver went through her as she wondered if maybe he could. The stories said the elves had lost their magic, but long ago they’d had tremendous power, fielding wizards who could singlehandedly turn the tide of a battle. Was it possible the ancestors of those old magic users still had a few inklings of power?

      “I did not tell you those things to scare you,” Hawk continued when she didn’t reply. “The river is genuinely dangerous. If you tried to swim, you could be killed. The serpents can survive on fish, but they are known to crave the flesh of animals—and humans and elves. Even though they can’t walk on land, they have long necks, and I’ve seen someone kneeling on the shore, filling a canteen, be plucked up and stolen out into the water, pulled under and killed, before I could reach him to help. In the end, only his canteen floating on the surface remained.”

      The story sent more chills through her, but she refused to show her fear or fully trust that he was telling the truth. “So, I should escape before we reach the river.”

      Hawk snorted softly. “Probably. But have you no fear of the vorgs? I believe the mining has riled them up and made them more aggressive than usual. Many times in the past, Setvik has passed through these mountains, and he said he’s never seen so many band together to attack before.”

      “I’m not unafraid of them—” Aldari wouldn’t be brave but foolish to claim otherwise, “—but I have a duty, Captain. As I already informed you.”

      “You will risk your life to marry this prince who would not help your people until he got his prize?”

      Aldari gritted her teeth, annoyed to be called a prize, even if she couldn’t deny it was true. “I will risk my life to secure an alliance that my people desperately need, yes.”

      Hawk didn’t respond right away. She wished she could make him see that what he was doing was wrong and endangered her entire kingdom.

      “Do not risk your life,” he finally said. “As I told you, I will protect you, and once our mission is done, I’ll return you to your people. If we’re successful…” His tone grew achingly full of longing, and his arm tightened around her, as if he feared he would lose her and thus lose everything. “If we’re successful, I’ll escort you to your prince’s castle myself, and woe to any animal, human, or elf who attempts to stand in our way.”

      The words were spoken so earnestly and with such force that she couldn’t keep from looking at him again.

      “I promise,” he said with equal fervor, his eyes full of determination.

      Her belly shivered with an unfamiliar feeling of nervousness—or maybe anticipation?—as she met his gaze. The urges she’d been pushing aside returned, not only prompting her to comfort him but to help him with his problem. Especially if humans had refused to help his kind before. Was that true? She had no way to know, but she found herself wanting to believe his words. She’d seen him fight twice now, risking his life to keep her safe, and he’d refused to let his mercenaries go after the soldier who’d gotten away, to kill someone who didn’t deserve that fate. He’d kidnapped her, but he didn’t seem like a loathsome bandit, some thug who wanted only to ransom her and get paid. He seemed a noble man—elf—driven by desperation.

      “What do you need that you think I can help you with?” she asked for the third time.

      The first two times, he hadn’t told her, but he opened his mouth, and she thought he might tell her now.

      Until his lieutenant jogged up, distracting him.

      Setvik squinted at them, at the closeness of their faces, at Hawk’s arm wrapped tightly around her. “You think bedding her will convince her to help us?”

      “What?” Hawk’s eyebrows flew up, and he jerked his arm away from Aldari. “Of course not.”

      “Good. Because we have enough trouble without distractions. And she is—” Setvik curled his lip at Aldari, “—human.”

      “Clearly an inferior species,” Hawk said dryly.

      “Yes. You do not need—” Setvik switched to their language for the rest, which didn’t keep it from sounding derogatory.

      With Setvik walking so close to their horse, Aldari could have kicked him. Or at least tried. From what she’d seen, Setvik was as capable a fighter as Hawk and would likely have dodged the blow.

      Hawk sighed and flicked his fingers. “Run ahead, Setvik, and have the boatmen prepare to launch. The sooner we can return home and finish our task, the better.”

      Setvik glared at Aldari before turning and trotting off down the trail. He said something to the elf in the lead as he passed, probably instructions to admonish Hawk if he started smooching with a human. Not that smooching had been about to happen. Other than the fact that they were sharing a horse—against her wishes—Aldari couldn’t imagine what Setvik had seen to believe that a possibility.

      “As you’ve doubtless determined,” Hawk said, resting his hand on his thigh instead of wrapping his arm around her again, “Setvik is the diplomatic one in our group, here to ensure that you develop a fondness for elves and are eager to assist us.”

      Aldari wondered if she should mention her fantasy of kicking him. “What is his role in your company? He seems to dislike you and gives you a lot of lip. Don’t commanders frown upon such behavior from their subordinates?”

      “He’s an excellent warrior and an experienced veteran.”

      “Who gives you a lot of lip.”

      “Yes. Shall I have him flogged? Is that how it’s done in human armies?”

      “I’ve not endured military life, so I’m not sure. I think a human commander would give him extra duties, like scrubbing floors and peeling potatoes.”

      “Interesting. I would be vastly amused by watching Setvik scrub floors. There aren’t an abundance of floors in the forest, however.” Hawk peered through the trees to either side of the trail. “Perhaps he could sweep with a pine bough and round up all those untidy cones littering the ground.”

      Aldari caught herself smiling before remembering that she shouldn’t. She had a feeling Hawk was the diplomat in the company. Maybe that was why he was in charge. Though she couldn’t imagine that rulers who hired mercenaries cared if their fighters were charismatic or not.

      She was about to steer the conversation back to the question she’d asked before—why did the elves need her?—when the trail disappeared, ending at a field of rocks, and the thuds of horse hooves turned to clacks. No, not a field of rocks. A riverbank of stones.

      Butterflies flew erratically through Aldari’s stomach. They’d arrived at the Forever Fog River.
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      The ferry creaked as it floated slowly across the river, rocking left and right with the currents. So much armor covered the hull that it sat low in the water, and harpoon launchers were mounted along the railing in between upturned dinghies—lifeboats. Aldari had almost run into one of them when they’d boarded. The fog was so dense that they couldn’t see more than ten feet ahead—or across to the opposite side of the ferry.

      Aldari stood at the railing with Theli, Hawk’s elves speaking quietly with the four elven boatmen who had been waiting for them at the shore. They’d left the horses behind to be found by the rescue parties, people who would arrive too late to help.

      As they’d left, Aldari had cast longing looks back at the forest, hoping vainly that her father’s soldiers would charge out of the trees to get them, but no one had come. She and Theli had been ushered into dinghies and rowed out to the ferry, a paddleboat that hissed periodically, a steam-engine powering the big wheel in the back.

      Whether the craft belonged to the elves or they’d stolen it, Aldari didn’t know. A malaise settled over her as they traveled farther and farther from shore, the fog perhaps swallowing them for all of eternity, and she didn’t bother asking.

      Theli seemed equally affected by the gloom. The ballad she’d chosen to hum was in a haunting minor key that made Aldari think of funerals and graveyards.

      When no elves were nearby, Theli paused to whisper, “You’re still thinking about ways to escape, right?”

      Aldari looked over her shoulder. Hawk was watching them, but he was also speaking with and receiving what sounded like a report from one of the boatmen, so she and Theli might have a private moment. But not very private. As soon as they’d boarded, Setvik had started a patrol with one of the other elves. With their hands on their weapons, they circled the deck. Ostensibly, they were watching the water for threats, but Setvik gave Aldari and Theli long assessing looks each time he passed.

      “I’m thinking about them,” Aldari whispered, “but if half of what we’ve heard about this river is true—and Hawk said it is full of serpents—we dare not jump overboard and swim for shore. I’m not even sure where shore is at this point.” Aldari had no idea how the boat captain was navigating in the fog. By the current, she supposed, but she didn’t think even that was reliable. People said the river rose up from a spring at the center point, with half of the water flowing northwest, toward the Kaspire Sea and half to the southeast, toward the Tanjiri Gulf.

      “Hawk said?” Theli raised her eyebrows. “You’re taking his words for truth?”

      “Not necessarily, but our people believe the same thing. It’s not like he gave me contradictory information.”

      “Is that what you were talking about when you were gazing raptly at him on your shared horse?”

      Aldari stifled a groan. Had everyone seen them looking at each other and thought some weird romance was going on? Why? The only reason their faces had been close together was because they’d been riding on the same mount.

      “I wasn’t gazing raptly at him or anything else. I was listening to him talk.”

      “While he cuddled you in his arms?”

      “I believe that was called restraining me so I wouldn’t escape. Your elf was doing the same thing to you.”

      “And groping and rubbing against me whenever the bastard got the opportunity,” Theli growled.

      Aldari scowled. “Are you serious?”

      As soon as the words came out, she regretted questioning her bodyguard. Theli had a sarcastic streak and could exaggerate at times, but Aldari doubted she would about something like that.

      “Of course I’m serious,” Theli said. “He was excited to have a woman in his arms. They probably don’t come to him voluntarily.”

      “I’ll tell Hawk.” Aldari pushed away from the railing.

      Theli grabbed her arm. “It’s not important. Besides, what do you think he’s going to do?”

      “He’s in charge of them. He can punish his soldier or at least make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

      If Hawk wanted their help, he would. Aldari extracted her arm from Theli’s grip, set her jaw with determination, and strode toward the elves.

      “I don’t know if you noticed, but he kidnapped us, Your Highness,” Theli whispered, following her. “Anyone who does that is a villain. Don’t you read any fiction in between all those economics books? Villains are vile and evil and villainous.”

      “Yes, I could have guessed that even without picking up a murder mystery.”

      “Are you sure? The way you chat with our kidnapper suggests your grasp on the subject of villains is weak.”

      When Hawk and the others looked at them, Theli fell silent, though her glower remained firmly in place.

      “The mercenary who was riding with Theli—with my bodyguard—touched her inappropriately,” Aldari said.

      Theli groaned, possibly due to mortification, possibly due to Aldari’s word choice.

      Hawk’s brow creased—with confusion? Thus far, he’d understood everything she’d said. She found it hard to believe he didn’t grasp her meaning now, but his expression was questioning when he looked at Theli. She hoped it wasn’t because he felt his troops could do whatever they wanted with their prisoners. That would be hard to believe. He’d told his lieutenant not to be crude in front of them.

      “He grabbed my boob,” Theli explained. “Twice.”

      Maybe the plainer words were best, for the puzzlement vanished from Hawk’s face. “I understand.” He peered into the fog—anyone on the other side of the ferry wasn’t visible or was an indistinct blur at best. “Vun Pheleran,” he called, then switched to his tongue for the rest.

      The young elf who’d been guarding Theli jogged over. With short tousled blond hair and buck teeth, he looked like he was about eighteen, but he didn’t appear innocent. Maybe it was the black leather armor and weapons, but none of the mercenaries had that mien about them.

      As soon as Hawk began speaking sternly at him, the elf—Pheleran—lifted his hands in what looked like feigned innocence. Hawk asked a clipped question. Pheleran started to shake his head, but Hawk narrowed his eyes, and Pheleran hesitated. Finally, he pointed at Theli and offered some kind of protest. Maybe he felt prisoners didn’t have to be respected.

      Hawk said something slowly and steadily, his enunciation precise. Pheleran wilted under his gaze and bowed his head, muttering what had to be the equivalent of, “Yes, Captain.” Hawk raised his voice and repeated the words for the rest of his troops—and perhaps the boatmen too.

      Hawk considered Aldari for a moment, and she thought he would ask a question, but he waved over one of the boatmen and asked him something. The elf’s brows rose, and he nodded, then led Pheleran into the structure at the back of the ferry that housed the steam engine.

      “I apologize to you for my soldier’s behavior,” Hawk told Theli. “It is my fault that they didn’t understand clearly that you are guests, not prisoners, but the behavior was unacceptable, regardless.”

      Setvik, who’d been doing his circuit during the talk, approached now, a frown on his face.

      “Can we truly be considered guests when we were kidnapped?” Theli muttered to Aldari.

      “If it prompts them to treat us better, I’ll take that label,” Aldari said.

      The boatman and Pheleran reappeared, the latter carrying a bucket and mop. He glanced at Hawk, who nodded at him, and started washing the deck.

      It took Aldari a moment to remember their conversation about punishing men by forcing them to clean, and she smiled faintly. The soldier might have deserved a harsher punishment—he would have received such if he’d been a soldier in her father’s army—but she was relieved Hawk had believed Theli and hadn’t brushed off the accusation. She had little doubt that Setvik would have.

      The lieutenant watched Pheleran mopping for a moment, and his scowl darkened. He glanced at Aldari and Theli and asked Hawk a question. Hawk’s answer was short and delivered calmly, but Setvik’s scowl went from dark to pitch black.

      “You are punishing my troops because of them?” Setvik pointed at Theli. “We have risked our lives to protect them.”

      “I corrected our troops’ poor behavior. Vun Pheleran will not suffer from that punishment.”

      “Are you sure he’s guilty?”

      “He denied it at first, then admitted it. He thought it was acceptable behavior because she’s a human.” Hawk’s calm was evaporating as he returned his lieutenant’s glower.

      Aldari didn’t know why they’d switched to her language, but their anger wasn’t any more comforting because she could understand it. She didn’t regret speaking up on Theli’s behalf, but she hadn’t wanted to stoke the fire that always simmered between these two.

      “I don’t know why he would want to touch a human female,” Setvik said, “but you surely can’t consider it a crime.”

      “If he’d touched an elven princess, the price would have been his life,” Hawk said coolly.

      “That is not an elven princess, and she’s not even the one he touched. He groped the maid.”

      “Bodyguard,” Theli said, but they ignored her.

      “She should be honored that he was interested enough to do so.” Setvik curled a lip as he glanced dismissively at her. “I can’t imagine it.”

      “She’s not honored,” Hawk said.

      “Why do you care? They are not allies to our people. They care nothing for our people. As they’ve proven many, many times.” Setvik shifted his gaze toward Aldari, as if she’d committed a crime or attacked him personally. “There is a reason we had to kidnap them. And we don’t even know if there was any point or if she’s the right one.”

      “She’s the right one,” Hawk said firmly.

      “How can you be sure?”

      “The king’s… advisor did her research.” Hawk looked at Aldari. “What is the square root of 5,041?”

      “Seventy-one.” Aldari shrugged, knowing that one without having to do any calculations.

      “What does that prove?” Setvik asked.

      “That she’s smarter than you.” Hawk smiled tightly.

      Setvik spat on the deck and strode off.

      Aldari only gazed at Hawk with puzzlement. What math-related problem could the elves have that they couldn’t solve and thought she could?

      “Vun Pheleran,” Hawk called, crooking a finger.

      The young soldier hurried over with his mop. Hawk pointed at the spittle and said something in Elven.

      The soldier bobbed his head and mopped the area assiduously. Hawk patted him on the shoulder.

      With his focus on the soldier, Hawk didn’t notice that Setvik had stopped and was watching—seething—as his mercenary was forced to do menial labor. Aldari, afraid for Hawk, almost directed his attention to his lieutenant, but Setvik spun and stalked off into the fog.

      She rubbed her face. She hadn’t intended to start a fight or foster more animosity between them, not when her and Theli’s continued existence might rely on Hawk. The other elves weren’t as belligerent toward them as Setvik was, but she’d seen the way the mercenaries leaped to obey his orders. If Hawk wasn’t around and Setvik ordered them to kill Aldari and Theli, she believed they would do it. Of course, Setvik was a highly capable warrior and could do it himself. He might enjoy it.

      Aldari shivered from more than the chilly fog.

      “May I speak with you?” Hawk asked her quietly.

      “Yes.” Aldari was glad for the excuse to move away from the rest of his mercenaries.

      She and Theli trailed him to the railing. A fish—or something larger—jumped out in the water, but the fog hid the details as it splashed back in. The fog hid everything. It had been noon and sunny when they’d approached the river, but out here, it was perpetual twilight.

      “May I speak with you privately?” Hawk glanced at Theli.

      Theli scowled. “I’m not a maid or a nanny, but that doesn’t mean I won’t stick close to Princess Aldari and protect her virtue.”

      “Her what?” Hawk asked, and Aldari realized her culture’s terms for skirting blunt language related to sex were what he wasn’t familiar with.

      “Nothing,” Aldari said before Theli could elaborate—what did she think would happen out in the open on a ferry? Or at all? Aldari knew her duty and wasn’t the type to fling herself at men, even if a future husband hadn’t been waiting for her. “But you can trust my bodyguard, Captain. There’s no need to shoo her away.”

      “She knows all of your secrets?” Hawk raised his eyebrows.

      Aldari started to nod, but she caught herself as a realization slammed into her. He might not only know that she had a penchant for mathematics; he might know her pen name. Her pen name that nobody except her tutor had discovered.

      How could elves from a kingdom that never interacted with hers have found out? And why would they care? They were embroiled in a perpetual war and few of their people ever left their continent. She failed to see how economics could solve their problems any more than math could.

      “Will you give us a moment, Theli?” Aldari asked.

      Theli rocked back. “You keep secrets from me?”

      “Isn’t that allowed? I’m sure you don’t tell me everything going on in your life.”

      “Yeah, but you share everything with me. Even your dreadful reading tastes. Actually, mostly your dreadful reading tastes.” Theli scratched her jaw. “I guess that’s usually what you blather on about, not what you write in your diary.”

      “Princesses don’t blather. They speak eloquently on subjects that are important to them.”

      “Last month, while we were supposed to be enjoying a concert, you lectured me on harmony analysis for an hour.”

      “Harmonic analysis, and I’m not sure if that was a rebuttal or you were making my point.”

      Theli squinted at her. “Oh, you’re sure.”

      Hawk cleared his throat. “Pardon my rudeness, but I’d prefer to have this discussion before we land.” Dry amusement lurked in his tone, so he probably wasn’t that impatient.

      “Fine, fine.” Theli lifted her hands and backed away.

      The eerie fog swallowed her before she’d gone more than ten feet.

      Aldari joined Hawk at the railing, the water directly below barely visible. Long seconds passed as he gazed out into the fog. He seemed to be gathering his thoughts—or debating how much he could tell her? Earlier, when he’d started to answer her question about what the elves wanted with her, his lieutenant had stopped him.

      What secrets was he about to divulge? An uneasy feeling came over her, a sense that whatever he said, it might change her mind about her kidnappers and make her want to help them. But she couldn’t. Not when her people’s future depended on her getting to her wedding in time.
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      A distant bell clanged, the sound muted by the fog. Was it guiding the ferry to the far shore? Or did it represent another ship out on the shrouded river?

      “We’re nearing the halfway point,” Hawk said. “There’s a magical bell that clangs eternally, a beacon to guide the rare boats that risk these waters.”

      “Ah.” A sound between a roar and a shriek came from their left. It was off in the distance, but that didn’t keep the hair on Aldari’s arms from rising. “And that?”

      “A serpent.”

      “It sounds cranky.”

      “Hungry.”

      “I hope humans and elves give it heartburn, and it’s irritated because something more delicious isn’t paddling across the river.”

      “Judging by past actions, their kind find elves sumptuous. I don’t know how they feel about humans.”

      “You know, some men lie to women about dangers, wanting them to feel safe through obliviousness.”

      “Would you prefer I lie to you?” Hawk asked.

      “I guess not. Though you haven’t been terribly forthright with me thus far.”

      “I know.” Hawk propped one elbow on the railing and faced her. “You’re not what I expected from a princess.”

      “You’re not what I expected from a kidnapper. Your surly lieutenant is. He oozes villainy.”

      “I’ll be sure to let him know.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t antagonize him. Every time he looks at you, his eyes say he wants to plunge a dagger between your shoulder blades.”

      “He won’t attack me, but if he did, it would be from the front, and he would meet my eyes as he plunged the dagger into my heart.”

      “You’re a gloomy people, aren’t you?”

      “Our world has made us so.” Hawk tilted his head as he seemed to search her face for something. “I’m not sure why I expected you to be haughty and without a sense of humor. Princess Hysithea is—was friendly and witty. We all mourned when she was taken last year.”

      “Taken? By some illness?” Aldari thought of her mother, gone these past ten years. “Or in childbirth?”

      “By the Twisted. She thought it was worth the risk to unleash her magic to heal the scarred land around the outpost—our last remaining city and refuge. They sensed it and came for her and took her. We weren’t strong enough to stop them.” Hawk touched the long scars on the side of his neck.

      “And she’s dead now?” Briefly, Aldari worried the elves had kidnapped her out of some notion of her replacing the princess they’d lost, but that was silly. The elves seemed to consider humans an inferior species, and Hawk was more interested in her math skills than her royal blood.

      “I don’t know.” Hawk gazed sadly out at the water again, the ringing of the bell growing louder. “Sometimes, the Twisted kill people, but sometimes, they take them, especially those with strong magic. When they do that, they make them their own, turning them into crazed enemies that attack their own kind. Us. We’re forced to kill them to protect our people. We know we’re attacking those who were once our kin, but we have no choice. If we didn’t fight, they would destroy us all, and nothing would remain of our people, our heritage, our… hesitant hope for a better future.”

      “How do they turn people? You spoke of magic? I thought… Our stories say that elves no longer have magic, but you say your princess did?”

      “We’re all born with it and are inherently magical, with varying degrees of power. But we must sublimate it, for magic draws the Twisted in droves. Even though we fight them and occasionally strike them down, once they’re turned, they’re immortal. There are Twisted in our forests who were elves when the twins lived, when Zalazar originally cursed our land eight hundred years ago.” Hawk pushed up his sleeve to reveal a leather bracer with a dark gray metal oval embedded in the top. The bracer covered half of his forearm.

      Aldari had glimpsed it before and assumed it was protection from his bowstring, especially since he wore it on only one arm. The other mercenaries had similar pieces.

      “This sublimates the magical power within me.” Hawk touched the metal oval. “All of our people wear jewelry with a ryshar. It is the only way to ensure the Twisted can’t bind our magic to theirs, lure us out of the protection of our cities, and make us their own.”

      “I’m sorry. It sounds awful. Why did that elf—Zalazar, you said?—curse your people? And how could one person have done so much damage? Or was he a god?” Aldari was aware that the elves had multiple gods, but she didn’t know how many or if they believed such beings had once walked among them.

      “The twins were not gods, though Zalazar might have believed he was.” Hawk snorted and pushed his sleeve back over the bracer. “As I said, elves are inherently magical and born with power that they once learned how to use in school, just as they learned writing and arithmetic. But every generation or two, someone is born with immense power, far beyond the norm. It often corrupts such souls or leads them to believe they are so great that they should take the place of our kings and queens and have power over all. That is what happened with the twins.

      “Zedaron wasn’t that bad. He was so absorbed with his academic pursuits and building inventions that it wouldn’t have occurred to him to use his power to subjugate others, but Zalazar wanted to replace their king, and he wanted all to worship him. He especially wanted the king’s daughter Cedensra, whose singing voice was as beautiful as her face, and who drew the devotion of many, many young suitors. When the king let her choose another and marry him, Zalazar was furious. That’s when he put the curse on our land, turning all of those around him into the Twisted and ensuring they wanted to go out and spread their magical disease. He said he would turn them back if the king gave him his daughter, but the king refused. He sent all of his best warriors and wizards to fight Zalazar. This only enraged Zalazar, and he turned them into more of the Twisted, and he sent them to march on and destroy our cities. Even worse, he used his power to cause a volcano in the canyon lands to erupt—that was the home of our capital back then, a beautiful crystal city built between the cliffs. It was the home of the king and held our great libraries and stores of culture and wisdom. Only through the sacrifice of many did the king and his children escape before the lava flows poured through the canyons and buried the city.

      “Horrified by what had befallen their people and their city, Cedensra offered to leave her husband and give herself to Zalazar. The king didn’t want her to do it, but she sneaked away. Unfortunately, she died on the way to give herself to Zalazar, killed by his own creations. When he found out, he was so distressed over her loss that he killed himself, leaving our land cursed these past eight centuries. All this time, we have been at war with the Twisted. Ironically, if we were able to let our power develop, and could spend time learning the ancient arts, someone of great magical ability might have been born in that time, someone capable of ending the curse, but the risk is too great. As Princess Hysithea demonstrated.” Hawk paused and blinked a few times, taking a deep breath before continuing. “It takes a lifetime to learn how to use one’s power, and the Twisted, when they sense magic, come right away.”

      “I’m sorry,” Aldari said again, wishing she could offer something more useful. “Are the Twisted confined to your continent? Couldn’t some of your people leave to study magic elsewhere and then return to help your homeland?”

      Hawk gazed sadly at her. “They are not confined. Because humans do not have magic, the Twisted are not drawn to your lands, but if our people left without a ryshar—” he held up his bracer, “—some of the Twisted would be drawn by them and go after them. And even though it is magic that pulls them, they will kill everything in their path. They are awful. Zalazar made them so to terrify the king into giving him his daughter.”

      Aldari sagged against the railing, horrified by the story, by the thought of these Twisted coming into her kingdom and wantonly killing her people. Even though she didn’t yet know what they looked like, she was already certain they were worse than the vorgs.

      “It is our problem,” Hawk said, “and our people long ago vowed to do our best to keep the taint in our lands, to not let it spill out and destroy the world, so none of our kind leave without a ryshar. A few have gone rogue in the past and tried, and our people were sent to hunt them down.” He waved in the direction of his mercenaries. “It is allowed for elves who cannot stand the battle anymore to leave, but not with their powers.”

      That chilled her almost as much as the rest of the story, the idea of the elves hunting down their own kind for the greater good of the world. Aldari peered into Hawk’s eyes, trying to tell if everything he was telling her was the truth. Her instincts told her it was, but how much could she trust someone who’d kidnapped her?

      “What do you think I can do about any of this?” she asked.

      “The other twin, Zedaron, who’d been busy with his studies and experiments and oblivious to Zalazar’s atrocities, saw toward the end what was happening. He had a great mansion and laboratory in the capital, protected by all manner of magical booby traps, so he was insulated from the Twisted, but when the lava flows came and started destroying his own city, he finally realized the extent of the threat. Before Cedensra’s death and Zalazar’s suicide, Zedaron confronted his brother and tried to get him to stop, but as powerful as he was, he was an academic and a tinkerer and hadn’t trained to use his magic in battle. Zalazar defeated him but did not kill him, saying that because their mother would have wished it, he spared his brother. Zedaron retreated to his laboratory to nurse his wounds and study. If he couldn’t defeat his brother with raw power, he thought he could build something to fix what he’d done, to change back the Twisted and end the curse on our land.

      “He sent a message to the king and said he was doing exactly that. Unfortunately, that was the last message the king received. Months passed, and it’s believed that Zalazar found out what his twin was up to and killed him. All we know is that when Cedensra was killed and Zalazar passed, the Twisted remained, and Zedaron was never seen again. The king sent warriors to Zedaron’s mansion to check on him, or at least find what he’d been making and had, they hoped, finished, but they found that the damage to the capital was too great and even Zedaron’s laboratory was gone, as buried by the lava flows as everything else.”

      When Hawk paused, Aldari almost said again that she was sorry. And she was. Her people had problems, but they were beginning to sound simple in comparison to what the elves had endured over the centuries.

      “As I said, the capital was made from crystal, the walls and towers shaped by magic,” Hawk continued. “Many believed that parts of it were intact under the hardened lava, and over the centuries, numerous expeditions ventured to the area to hunt for the lost city, to try to excavate their way to Zedaron’s mansion in the hope that he had succeeded in making a device that could change the Twisted back and end the curse. It was always dangerous, for the number of the Twisted has always been great in that area, but a few months ago, a team succeeded in unearthing part of the old city.” Hawk rubbed the side of his neck, fingers lingering on his scars. “They found what they believed was Zedaron’s home, but you’ll remember that I said it was protected by booby traps? It still is. Nothing so simple as tripwires. There are puzzles, puzzles based on mathematics, including a large one embedded into the cliff by what we think is the front door. We believe that if someone could solve that puzzle, that person would be granted entry.”

      “Oh,” Aldari mouthed, as she finally understood why the elves wanted her. She was good at puzzles, with a knack for solving them more quickly than others. But how could the elves have found out? Her economic theories, all backed by mathematics, were out there under the pen name, so it was believable that an academic elf might have stumbled across them, but it wasn’t as if she published books of puzzles she’d solved. That was just a hobby. “How did you know I have a knack for puzzles? And what makes you think I’d be better at solving a puzzle created by an elf than your own people?”

      “A few months ago, the king’s advisor came across the papers written by Professor Lyn Dorit,” Hawk said. Her pen name. “In one of those papers, the author used an analogy that referenced an old elven puzzle that has long challenged our youth. It was created by Zedaron.”

      “Oh,” Aldari repeated, numbness spreading through her as she remembered the complicated dodecahedron puzzle her grandfather had brought back from his travels and given her. It had been part of what had become his quest to stump her. The puzzle had taken her all summer to solve and then the better part of a year to come up with a series of rules and formulas to truly master it.

      “She was surprised to see it referenced and even more surprised when the author spoke of a formula for solving it. Our people weren’t aware that there was a formula. The king’s advisor said it’s a children’s toy that’s been around a long time, and people occasionally tinker with it enough to solve it, but nobody had thought to figure out the steps so that it might be solved quickly and easily. She believed that the author of that paper might be able to solve the puzzle that is currently denying our people access to Zedaron’s laboratory.”

      “And you think the author is me.”

      “It took our advisor some time to ferret out that information, but yes.” Hawk arched an eyebrow, a hint of humor touching his face for the first time since he’d started his tale. “She was vastly bemused that the author was so young. I pointed out that young people are not simpletons and occasionally have good ideas.”

      If only her father believed that. Oh, he didn’t think her a simpleton, but he was convinced her radical ideas had no merit.

      “How old are you?” She’d heard stories that elven magic somehow allowed them to live longer lives, but now she wondered if that referred to the curse and the Twisted. Or if it was only true of elves who were allowed to access their magic. She glanced at his bracer.

      “Twenty-three,” Hawk said.

      When he smiled and joked, he looked it, but when he was grave and somber, he seemed so much older. Because he carried an ancient pain with him, she supposed.

      “I wasn’t supposed to tell you any of this. I’m just the, uh, delivery boy.” Hawk waved ruefully at her. “The king’s advisor planned to explain things to you, but perhaps this is for the best. The king wouldn’t have approved of this mission, of kidnapping a princess from another kingdom and possibly starting a war. Also…”

      Aldari raised her eyebrows.

      “As I said, you’re not what I expected. What any of us expected. Maybe it’s naive on my part, but I thought if I explained this to you, you might agree to come along and help voluntarily. I… like to consider myself honorable, and this kidnapping scheme has disturbed me from the beginning, but we feared it was the only way. As Setvik so diplomatically pointed out, in the past, our people have asked your kingdom—humans in many kingdoms near our borders—for help, and none of your kind has ever granted it. We came to believe that humans, at least humans in that era, resented our kind, because we had magic and power that they didn’t. And maybe back then, we were haughty about it. I can’t truly know what happened in the past.” The haunted expression returned to his eyes. “There are some of our people who feel that we deserved what we got. Regardless, we felt that kidnapping was the only sure way. But I ask you now if you’ll come voluntarily.”

      “I…” Aldari groped for a response. If her wedding hadn’t been on the horizon, and if her people hadn’t needed the Orath alliance, she might have said yes. Even though the journey and the chance of surviving it sounded terrifying. But now? “My people need me to marry Prince Xerik,” she said quietly.

      “I see.”

      “It’s my duty to try to escape and return in time for the wedding.”

      Hawk’s face had grown closed, and disappointment darkened his eyes, but he said, “I understand.” He opened his mouth, as if he might say more, but he frowned and looked out at the river instead. “Someone else is out here.”

      Aldari listened but heard only the faint lapping of water against the hull and the clanging of the bell, softer now as they’d moved past it.

      “The serpent?” she asked.

      “No. Voices. Another boat.” Hawk held a finger to his lips. “Find your bodyguard, go inside, and stay with her. I’ll alert the others.”

      “You think they’re enemies?” Aldari whispered as he started away.

      Hawk paused and looked back. “There are few valid reasons for risking the Forever Fog River.”

      With her kidnapping on her mind, Aldari could only agree.
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      “Boat ho!” someone called from the fog.

      The words hadn’t come from the ferry, and they were in the language of the Seven Kingdoms, not Elven, but it wasn’t the Delantrian dialect. Aldari immediately thought of pirates. Who else, besides kidnapping elves on a mission, would be lurking in the fog on this cursed waterway?

      “This could be an opportunity to escape,” Theli said.

      Aldari and Theli stood inside an open area in front of the steam engine and boiler, peering out a window at the deck as machinery hissed and clanked behind them. Along the walls, several bins held coal, shovels thrusting out of them, and a huge firebox in the back emanated heat.

      The warmth rolling off the machinery had felt good when Aldari first walked in, but now she barely noticed it. Hawk’s words—all of them—circulated in her mind as she tried to tell what was happening outside. Thanks to the ongoing fog, they could barely see their own crew, much less the other ship.

      “Our last opportunity to escape didn’t go well.” Aldari rubbed her sore hip, remembering being thrown from the horse and their terrifying battle with the vorg, a vorg that might have killed her if Hawk hadn’t ridden up in time. “But I agree,” she added, aware of Theli’s frown, “that we need to be ready in case an opportunity arises.”

      As sympathetic as she was to the elves’ plight, Aldari had been honest with Hawk. As her father’s daughter, it was her duty to put her people’s needs first. Even if the idea of going off on an adventure with Hawk sounded more appealing than walking down the aisle with a stranger.

      It shouldn’t have. She’d never been like her ten-year-old brother, who longed to follow in their grandfather’s footsteps. If she could have rejected both options and stayed home with her books and studies, she would have preferred that.

      “Who’s out there?” came another call from the fog.

      Hawk answered from the bow, giving his name and company in his language. Did he think that whoever it was would be more likely to leave them alone if they realized they were dealing with elven warriors? Anyone who’d seen their people in battle shouldn’t want to pick a fight with them.

      “Shit,” someone else in the fog said, perhaps having that very thought.

      “Are you the elves who kidnapped the princess of Delantria?” the first speaker asked.

      Theli gripped Aldari’s shoulder. “The word got out! They know about you. These could be our saviors.”

      “I don’t know about that. They’re speaking in a foreign dialect. Sounds like people from Yi or maybe islanders. If they’re interested in us, it’s probably because they’re thinking they can ransom me to Prince Xerik.”

      Once again, Hawk answered in Elven, a hint of confusion in his voice, as if he didn’t understand. Right.

      “Who cares?” Theli whispered. “That’ll still get us to Orath. Maybe even before we’d be late for the wedding.”

      “I hadn’t planned to meet my future husband for the first time while being tied up and toted over a pirate’s shoulder. Or having him need to open his coffers to pay a ransom fee.” Aldari shook her head bleakly. Was she even positive Xerik’s father would agree to do so? If the pirates wanted a ludicrous amount, he might not. And her own father could ill afford to pay a ransom.

      “I’d think anything would be better than our current situation. Besides, some loutish pirates might be easier to escape from than these elves. You and your pride could still walk freely into Orath.”

      “That does appeal.”

      “Good.” Theli squeezed her shoulder.

      “…don’t want to deal with elves,” a whisper floated across the water.

      “Don’t worry. We’ve got the…”

      A clunk sounded, and the deck shuddered. The entire boat did. Had they hit something?

      Theli pointed to the left. Beyond the railing, the dark outline of a ship was just visible, a ship much larger than their ferry. It looked like an ocean-going sailing vessel, not some barge for crossing the river. And were those cannons mounted near the railing?

      “Princess Aldara, are you aboard?” one of the ship’s crew called.

      “Aldara?” Aldari whispered.

      If the accents hadn’t convinced her that these were foreigners, their not knowing her name would have. People in the kingdom knew their monarch and his family.

      Theli cracked open the door—Hawk hadn’t locked it when he’d escorted them inside. “She’s here! We need help!”

      Aldari lunged and grabbed her arm, pulling her back. “What are you doing?”

      Theli yanked her arm free. “What you should be doing.”

      The door banged open, almost smacking Theli in the face. If Aldari hadn’t pulled her back it would have.

      Curses came from the elves on the deck as Setvik strode in, fury twisting his face. He grabbed Theli.

      Terrified for her bodyguard, Aldari sprang and tried to put herself between them. As far as she knew, Theli had no value to the elves.

      “I’m sorry,” Aldari whispered, lifting a hand. “I’ll keep her quiet.”

      Setvik shoved her away and yanked something from his belt. A knife?

      As Aldari caught herself on a coal bin, knocking a shovel to the deck, Theli snarled and tried to punch Setvik. But his hand blurred upward, and he caught her fist as if it had been the slow, puny strike of a toddler. Aldari had seen Theli spar enough to know it hadn’t been.

      She ran back in, aware of mercenaries barking orders and weapons being drawn on the deck.

      Setvik pulled out gags and bonds, not a knife. Aldari hesitated. She didn’t want to be tied up, but it was better than watching Theli be killed.

      “I told him to keep you bound,” Setvik snarled, blocking two more punches from Theli without a hitch in his words, then spinning her around and jamming her against the wall. He forced her to her knees and leaned against her back with crushing force.

      Afraid he would break her ribs as he bound her, Aldari rushed in and grabbed his shoulder.

      “We won’t resist you, but do not hurt my bodyguard,” she said in her most imperious tone—and her loudest tone. Though she didn’t know if her fate would be any better among the pirates—it might be worse—Aldari felt compelled to go along with Theli’s plan and hope the pirates could steal them from the elves and would take them to Orath.

      Without releasing Theli, Setvik grabbed her hand and shoved it away. “Do not touch me, human. And know that you’ve just condemned more of your people to die.”

      “Those aren’t my people.”

      “They are human, and if they try to board our ferry, we will kill them.” Setvik’s snarling visage promised that he wouldn’t mind doing so; he might even relish it. He pushed Aldari farther away, released her, then went back to tying Theli.

      Theli struggled, bucking and trying to escape the lock he had on her. Against a lesser foe, she would have been successful, but she couldn’t push away the powerful elf. She cried out as he wrenched her harder, punishment for resisting, and wrapped a leather thong around her wrists.

      Aldari took a step toward the door, hoping Hawk would be more reasonable, but she almost kicked the shovel she’d knocked free. She grabbed it. Setvik’s back was to her. She might be able to strike him before he finished tying Theli. But fear gripped her. She could envision him glimpsing the attack, halting it, and punishing Theli because he couldn’t hurt Aldari.

      “Get off me, you bastard,” Theli snarled. “You’re going to break my—” She arched her back and cried out again.

      Her pain dashed away Aldari’s indecision. She sprang and swung the shovel at Setvik’s head as hard as she could.

      He must have heard her, for he started to turn but not quickly enough. The shovel cracked into the side of his head.

      Cursing, Setvik sprang toward Aldari. She swung again, but he caught the haft in midair.

      Theli squirmed, attempting to free herself to help Aldari, but he’d already tied her wrists. Aldari tried to twist the shovel out of Setvik’s grip, but he yanked it away from her with such power that it wrenched her shoulder.

      The notes of a flute floated through the fog from the direction of the other ship. Who was playing a musical instrument now?

      Aldari scrambled back, looking around for something else to use against Setvik. Surprisingly, he didn’t follow her. He crouched with the shovel in the air and looked toward the window. The notes played again.

      He swore. “They’ve got a heyselka.”

      “A what?”

      “An ancient elven flute that commands animals—and serpents.” Setvik threw the shovel down with enough force to dent the head and rushed outside.

      The same roar-shriek that Aldari had heard earlier pierced the fog. It was much closer now. Laughter came from the deck of the other ship.

      “Send a team down,” someone barked. “Get the princess.”

      The clash of swords rang out on the deck, and a cannon fired, so close that the boom was deafening. The ferry rocked, throwing Aldari into a wall. She pushed off, grabbed the shovel that Setvik had left behind, and ran to Theli. She put the tool down and knelt behind her, digging into her bonds.

      “I have no idea what we’re going to do,” Aldari whispered, “but let me untie this.”

      “Gladly.” Theli looked over her shoulder. “Did you hit that bastard with something?”

      “A shovel.” Aldari pointed to the dented tool she was kneeling on to ensure it wouldn’t skid across the deck. Since Hawk had taken their weapons again, it was the closest thing to a weapon she had, and she didn’t intend to lose it.

      “Good.” Theli’s voice was savage. “I hate that one.”

      “I know.” Aldari could hear Hawk giving orders in his language as the fight raged. Setvik was out there too, his words sounding more like curses than orders, though they might have been both. “I think he hates us too.”

      “Let me tell you how sorrowful that makes me. I wish you’d knocked him out. Or killed him.”

      “His head was harder than the shovel.” Aldari scowled as she struggled with the knots and wished she had her dagger.

      “In murder mysteries, hitting a villain in the head always knocks him out. Distressing that it doesn’t really work like that.”

      The roar-shriek erupted from the water beside their ferry. Aldari finally loosened the knots, and Theli pulled her arms free.

      She cursed and rotated her shoulder. “He almost tore it out of the joint. I pity his lovers.”

      “Let’s hope he doesn’t have any.” Aldari helped Theli to her feet.

      Theli winced but shook out her arms. “I can still swim.”

      Something struck the hull of the ferry, shoving them sideways and almost sending Aldari tumbling into another wall. Outside, the fighting on the deck paused. Hawk shouted an order, and footsteps pounded across the deck.

      Another strike—a hit from a serpent’s head?—jostled the ferry, and Aldari remembered the armor on the hull. If it weren’t there, the serpent, if that was truly what was out there, might have been taking bites out of the side.

      “I don’t think swimming is a good idea right now.” Aldari wrapped both hands around the shovel haft.

      “We can’t stay here, especially after you clubbed Setvik. He’ll want revenge later.” Theli touched her shoulder and winced again.

      “We’ve got them,” someone on the other ship yelled. “Keep firing.”

      Another cannon boomed, and the wall exploded inward. As a cannonball plunged past scant feet away, Theli pushed Aldari to the deck, using her body to shield her.

      The serpent struck from the other side of the ferry, metal wrenching terribly. This time, it had managed to bite into the hull.

      “Are you all right?” Theli lifted her head.

      “Yes. Thanks.” Aldari stared at the hole in the wall—it was ten times the size the cannonball had been. The other ship was visible outside of it.

      “That’s our way out,” Theli said over the thunk of a harpoon launcher firing. “We’ll only have to swim a few feet. They’ll pull us up before the serpent can get us.”

      A roar-shriek hammered their eardrums. From the thumps and its cries, Aldari believed the serpent was on the opposite side of the ferry from the ship, but she hesitated, certain it could swim fast, and even more certain it would be drawn by the scent of people in the water.

      Out on deck, weapons clashed again as another harpoon was fired.

      “They’re distracted.” Theli rose and pulled Aldari to her feet. “Come on, Your Highness. This is the losing boat. If we don’t get off now, we might never.”

      Aldari might have argued in favor of the elves coming out on top, even though their enemies had cannons and a serpent, but Theli didn’t stick around to discuss it. She ran to the hole in the wall, jumped up into it, and balanced on the jagged wood. She peered up and waved at someone.

      “Get a rope,” Theli called softly to whoever she saw, the words barely audible over the cacophony of battle.

      The door to the engine room flew open, and Hawk stood there, his sword and dagger in his hands, the blades dripping blood.

      “Thank your god,” he blurted when he spotted Aldari. “Stay there and…” He trailed off when he noticed Theli, still poised in the hole—poised to leap off the ferry.

      He took a step into the engine room, but the wall near him exploded inward. Wood flew, and the viper-like maw of a giant serpent plunged toward him.

      Aldari shrieked.

      The monster startled Hawk as much as it did her. He sprang away from its fanged maw but not quickly enough to avoid it completely. It smacked into him, sending him flying toward Aldari, his head striking the deck hard. For an instant, that stunned him, and he didn’t move. The serpent roar-shrieked, its head darting inward on its long sinewy neck.

      Aldari sprang over Hawk and swung her shovel at it. Focused on him, the serpent didn’t see her attack coming—or maybe it was indifferent to her puny weapon. She cracked it in the face. It hissed and jerked its head up, yellow reptilian eyes locking on to her.

      Hawk’s eyes focused, and he recovered enough to plunge his dagger into the bottom of its jaw. The serpent screeched and whipped its head up so hard, it struck the ceiling.

      Aldari might have clubbed it again with the shovel, but Theli cried out her name and grabbed her from behind, pulling her away from the fight.

      As Hawk leaped to his feet, sword raised, an enemy cannon fired once more. A cannonball blew through the window, passing close enough to Hawk to whip his hair about, and struck the boiler. An explosion ripped through the engine room and blew Aldari into Theli. It knocked Hawk into a wall so hard that he lodged in the wood, but at least it battered the serpent too.

      As Aldari tumbled to the deck with Theli, she hoped the explosion would kill the serpent, but it merely shook its head and pulled back out through the hole it had made. Half of the ceiling collapsed on Hawk as he tried to pull himself out of the broken wall.

      “Look out!” Aldari yelled too late to be helpful.

      Outside, a harpoon launcher fired. At the pirates, or was the serpent still attacking?

      “Aldari,” Theli whispered—it was almost a groan.

      The fight had gone out of her voice, but she managed to point toward the hole the first cannonball had made. A rope was visible dangling down the hull of the other ship. A rope waiting for them.

      Aldari shook her head and wobbled toward Hawk, wanting to help him out of the wreckage, to make sure he hadn’t been killed. But the serpent’s head blasted through one of the remaining walls. Aldari halted, hardly able to believe it still lived. A harpoon stuck out of its scales, and Hawk’s dagger jutted from its lower jaw.

      The serpent roared, plunged downward, and pulled Hawk out of the rubble. His sword was still in his hand, but he dangled limply from its mouth. Impaled on its fangs?

      With the shovel still in hand, Aldari lunged toward him, but Theli caught her.

      “It’s too late,” she said.

      And it was. The serpent pulled its head back out through the wall, taking Hawk with it. Outside, harpoons fired. Maybe the elves would succeed in killing the serpent, but Aldari didn’t see how Hawk could survive. And if he was gone, Setvik would be in charge of the mercenaries.

      When Theli tugged her toward the hole, Aldari didn’t resist. Shovel still in hand, she turned and followed her bodyguard. They sprang for the rope and the escape that Aldari hoped didn’t turn into a greater nightmare than what they’d already endured.
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      As she climbed the rope up to the deck of the sailing ship, Aldari kept glancing back, hoping to catch a glimpse of Hawk—hoping that he was somehow still alive. But the fog was too thick. She could only see the closest side of the ferry, the roof and walls of the engine room torn to pieces thanks to the serpent, the cannons, and the exploding boiler. The entire mercenary company would likely end up dead, their vessel sunk.

      They were still fighting, splashes and the shrieks of the serpent clear through the fog, but they seemed to be focused on the monster instead of the ship. That left their human enemies free to continue to pummel the ferry with cannon fire.

      Aldari shook her head. Even though she should have been glad to be free of her kidnappers, she hadn’t wanted Hawk killed. Not for trying to help his people.

      As Aldari neared the top, the shovel making the climb awkward, someone pulled her over the railing. Once she joined Theli on the deck, several burly men with greasy hair and beards surrounded them. Aldari couldn’t help but wonder if they’d truly put themselves in a better position.

      “We’ve got them,” one man called, smacking Theli on the backside. “Push off and leave the crazy elves to deal with the serpent.”

      Theli spun on him, her fists raised. Unfortunately, her mace was back on the elven ferry, strapped to Hawk’s pack.

      Fingers tightening around the haft of the shovel, Aldari glared at the group of men surrounding them. A rumble went through the ship, suggesting that more than wind powered it, and they floated away from the elves.

      A shaggy man in a wool cap came forward and looked Aldari and Theli up and down, his gaze lingering on their breasts. “I’m the captain here. Janjo. You the princess?” He pointed at Aldari.

      “Yes. Aldari.”

      “And are you grateful to us for saving you from those heathens?” He smirked, eyeing their chests again.

      “Not that grateful,” Theli said.

      Aldari flexed her fingers on the shovel, contemplating smacking him and leaping overboard. As awful as Setvik was, he hadn’t shown any sexual interest in them. If anything, he’d been disgusted by the idea of mating with a human.

      “No?” Janjo grinned, his teeth yellow and pitted. “You will be.”

      Aldari lifted her chin. “As you may have heard, I was kidnapped on the way to my wedding to Prince Xerik of Orath.” She hoped that invoking the royal family of a powerful kingdom would make the captain think twice about abusing them. “If you treat us well and take us directly to Orath, I’ll see to it that you are rewarded.”

      As she’d told Theli, Aldari would prefer to walk into her future husband’s castle of her own volition, but she had to make sure the wedding took place. She couldn’t be choosy about how it happened. All she could hope was that Xerik’s father would indeed pay these men and wouldn’t make a liar out of her.

      “A reward?” Janjo smirked and stepped closer, lifting a hand to her cheek. “We’re pirates, princess. We get ransoms, not rewards, and we set the price.”

      Theli stepped in as Aldari stepped back, not wanting the man’s hands on her. But Aldari paused. She didn’t want him to paw over Theli either.

      “Whatever you want to call it,” Theli said, “you better not touch her. The prince is expecting a virgin bride.”

      Aldari winced as embarrassment heated her cheeks. She understood why Theli was pointing that out, but she also didn’t want her sexual status announced to a ship full of strangers.

      “I’ll bet he is,” one said, grabbing Aldari’s shoulder from behind. “We all like virgins.”

      Aldari tried to pull away, but she’d backed away from the captain and right into the rest of the group.

      “Who are you?” Janjo asked Theli. “Her maid?”

      “Her bodyguard,” Theli said coolly.

      “Hah, figured. You’ve got a lot of muscles for a maid. Not bad looking though. You can both join me in my cabin tonight.”

      “Captain,” someone whined. “You’re not going to share? We haven’t had any women since Port Tungar.”

      “This was my idea, and that makes it my reward.” Janjo tried to step past Theli to reach for Aldari, but Theli grabbed his wrist.

      Before he could pull away, she stepped in, twisted, and jammed her hip into his stomach. She crouched, thrust, and threw him over his shoulder. He landed hard on the deck, and a few men laughed.

      “Feisty,” one said.

      The captain sprang up with a snarl, his fists in the air. Theli raised hers and glowered at him. Aldari tried to step forward, wanting to stand with Theli and fight back to back with her if need be, but the man who’d grabbed her tightened his grip.

      She whirled, swinging the shovel. He ducked and rammed into her, knocking her into another pirate. Catching her from behind, he wrapped both arms around her waist and hefted her into the air. Furious, Aldari shouted and managed to whack him in the back with the shovel, but another man tore it out of her grip.

      The thuds of punches landing came from behind her, but Aldari couldn’t see Theli and didn’t know if it was a fair fight. As more and more men surged around them, she doubted it.

      Helpless as her captor slung her over his shoulder, Aldari tried to knee and elbow him, but even when she connected, it didn’t bother the brutish pirate.

      A dying squeal floated over the water, and the fighting paused.

      “Sounds like they got the best of the serpent,” someone said.

      “It doesn’t matter. It did its job. Their boat’s a wreck, and they aren’t catching us.”

      “I say we help the captain enjoy his prize right here.”

      Janjo laughed, not objecting, and clothing ripped. Theli’s clothing?

      Tears sprang to Aldari’s eyes as the enormity of their mistake came to her. “You won’t receive any ransom if you molest us,” she yelled. “Me or my bodyguard.”

      “Intruder!” someone cried. “Coming over the rail⁠—”

      Several men swore. The one holding Aldari dropped her.

      Though startled, she rolled away as soon as she hit the deck. She was ready to jump overboard and take her chances with the serpent, but through the knot of men rushing the railing, she spotted familiar short blond hair. Setvik. And he wasn’t alone. Another elf had climbed aboard with him. It was two against ten or more, but maybe the elves liked those odds. She hoped they did.

      Theli lay crumpled on the deck, groaning, her tunic torn off her shoulder and her lip bleeding. Aldari crawled toward her, pausing only to grab her shovel. The men had left it behind, attacking the elves with swords.

      As steel clanged, Aldari wrapped an arm around Theli’s waist. “Can you get up? We need to…”

      She didn’t even know what. Run? Help? She looked toward the battle, and her breath caught. Setvik was fighting with his back to the railing, a whirlwind as he slashed and stabbed against multiple opponents, and at his side…

      “He’s still alive,” Aldari breathed, hope rising in her chest.

      As much blood streamed from Hawk as water, and his torso armor was mutilated with bite marks, but he fought alongside Setvik, his face twisted with rage as he attacked the pirates. The two elves were terrifying, pirates falling to their deadly blades, battle fury in their eyes, but in that moment, Aldari didn’t think she’d seen a more wondrous sight. Setvik and Hawk were outnumbered and should have been outmatched, but pirates crumpled at their feet, blood washing the deck.

      Some of the humans realized they were losing and tried to run, but if they turned away, the elves took advantage. A couple of pirates leaped over the railing and escaped that way, but a fresh roar-shriek came from the other side of the ship. There were more serpents in the river, drawn by the scent of blood and eager for a meal.

      Soon, the elves stood alone, their chests heaving, blood streaming from their weapons. Hawk met Aldari’s eyes, and some of the rage left his face. He strode toward her with determination, though he limped. The water and his dark clothing made it hard to tell how much he was bleeding, but the serpent’s fangs had punctured his armor all over—and him as well.

      Aldari dropped the shovel and ran forward, not wanting him to have to walk farther than necessary.

      “I’m sorry,” she blurted, flinging her arms around him.

      For a moment, he stood stunned, his sword and dagger drooping to his side. Maybe he’d expected her to run, that he would have to chase her down and force her off the ship.

      “I’m sorry,” she repeated, regretting that she’d made things more difficult for him and relieved he’d somehow survived. She kissed the side of his neck, then buried her face in his shoulder.

      Hawk shifted his weapons to one hand so he could return her hug. He said something in his language, something that sounded achingly weary, but he patted her on the back, so she didn’t think it was a curse or that he was calling her an idiot for fleeing. Even though he would have been correct if he had.

      “She hit me in the head with a shovel,” Setvik said, “and she hugs you?”

      He was leaning against the railing for support as he peered around the pirate ship, watching for further threats. A few men remained, watching them through portholes or from behind corners, but Janjo lay dead on the deck, and nobody else came forward to challenge the elves.

      “I didn’t think you wanted hugs from humans,” Hawk said.

      “I didn’t want them to club me with shovels either.”

      “Maybe you should be more personable then.”

      Setvik spat on the deck.

      “Bodyguard Theli,” Hawk said, “are you all right? Able to walk?”

      Aldari drew back, guilt swamping her as she realized she’d abandoned Theli. And she felt foolish for having kissed Hawk—she’d just been overcome with relief that he’d survived.

      “Yes.” Theli had been kneeling, but she grimaced and pushed herself to her feet. “I would have beaten that ugly pirate captain if the others hadn’t jumped on.” Her torn tunic hung off her shoulder and she pushed it up to cover herself.

      “I have no doubt.” Hawk inclined his head toward her.

      Theli squinted at him, as if she suspected him of teasing her, but the comment seemed sincere.

      “Come.” Hawk stepped back, though he kept a hand on Aldari’s arm. “The blood will draw more serpents. We need to hurry and get to shore before they all converge.” He shook his head grimly. “They prefer live prey to dead.”

      “I suppose they wouldn’t be lured away by some of your moss bars thrown in the water,” Aldari said.

      “Nobody would be lured away by those.”

      She snorted. “I knew you couldn’t really believe they tasted good.”

      Hawk smiled weakly, leading her and Theli to the railing. “When we reach our outpost, I’ll make sure a feast is prepared to celebrate your arrival.”

      “A feast made from moss?”

      “No, many kinds of meat. Elves are good hunters.” Hawk eyed her. “There may be moss side dishes, but it’s better when its warm and mixed with dressing.”

      “I’ll attempt to look forward to it.”

      Aldari caught Theli frowning over at her. Maybe she shouldn’t have admitted that she was willing to go along with the elves to their outpost and enjoy their feast.

      Was she? She’d been bantering with Hawk because she was relieved he was alive, not because she wanted to go with him. She couldn’t want that. Her duty called her to Orath. If she got another opportunity to escape, she would be obligated to take it. But she wouldn’t fling herself into the arms of more pirates. If Theli suggested something like that again, Aldari would have to put her foot down. After all, she was in charge.
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      The dinghy skimmed through the fog, Setvik and Hawk on separate benches, rowing toward an invisible shoreline. The ferry had been destroyed, but most of the mercenaries and boatmen had gotten off in similar dinghies. Hawk had been terse as he’d explained that to Aldari and Theli, his eyes especially grim at the word most.

      He bled as he rowed, his face tight with pain. The two elves were both in need of medical attention, but Hawk had shaken his head when Aldari offered her and Theli’s service, saying they needed to get to the other side as quickly as possible, while the serpents were distracted by the dead in the water. If the armored ferry hadn’t been able to stop a serpent, the wooden dinghy would be flotsam within seconds.

      The idea that some of the crew were back there serving as meals for monsters chilled Aldari as much as the fog. She scooted closer to Theli on the bench they shared, hoping for warmth. No breeze blew on the eerie river, nothing that would stir the fog, but the chill northern air sucked the heat from one’s body. She wouldn’t have minded taking a turn at rowing, if only to warm up, but neither she nor Theli could match the powerful strokes of the elves.

      “We have a permanent camp on the shoreline,” Hawk said. “It has food and medical supplies and is relatively safe. We’ll spend the night there.”

      Hawk glanced toward the sky, though they couldn’t see the sun any more here than they had elsewhere on the river. It seemed to be getting darker, but Aldari couldn’t tell if that was because evening approached or the fog had grown thicker. She could barely see Setvik rowing silently behind Hawk.

      “Relatively safe because it’s not in the water, and the serpents don’t come up on shore?” Aldari asked.

      “That, and the Twisted shouldn’t attack us while we’re there. There are phyzera—magical orbs that create a protective barrier around the camp.”

      Setvik said something grumpy in his own language.

      “I doubt she’s going to tell her people all of our secrets,” Hawk replied.

      That earned an even grumpier response.

      Hawk sighed and let his chin droop to his chest, choosing to focus on his rowing. Sweat beaded on his forehead.

      “Do you have any medical supplies with you?” Aldari asked, though she’d already noticed he didn’t have his pack. It and her and Theli’s weapons might be on the bottom of the river. “I could try to treat your wounds. Or Theli could. She has more experience in that area. You’re, uhm, bleeding on the bench.”

      “And the oars and into that puddle there.” Hawk nodded toward his boots. “I know. Sadly, I didn’t think to grab my pack before being swept up by the serpent.”

      “How did you get away from it? When last I saw you…” Aldari swallowed, remembering how certain she’d been that he would die.

      “My pride wishes me to inform you that I was merely playing dead while luring the serpent to complacency so that I could strike,” Hawk said.

      This time, Setvik’s comment sounded sarcastic.

      “I was marshaling my strength to deliver a valiant strike with my sword, which I did do,” Hawk said. “It helped that Setvik threw a knife and hit it in the eye first.”

      “I lost that knife too,” Setvik said. “Next time, before you kill the serpent with my knife lodged in its eye, pull my blade out for me.”

      “You couldn’t pull your own blade out?” Hawk asked over his shoulder.

      “I wasn’t the one dangling from its maw like a piece of meat. The serpent sank before I could swim out to retrieve it.”

      Hawk sighed at Aldari. “It’s difficult being a mercenary commander.”

      “I’ve heard that,” Setvik grumbled.

      Aldari smiled, glad for their grousing at each other. It wasn’t exactly oozing brotherly love, but if they were feisty enough to argue, maybe she didn’t need to worry about them keeling over at the oars.

      Theli hadn’t reacted to the conversation and was staring numbly at her feet.

      “Are you all right?” Aldari whispered, worried Theli had been traumatized by the pirates and their manhandling. Or maybe the entire kidnapping adventure. Still, Theli was so tough and resilient that it seemed like it would take more than either of those to deeply disturb her. “Are you composing song lyrics about our adventure?” Aldari added, hoping to lighten her mood.

      “I’m just tired,” Theli mumbled, not glancing at Aldari as she absently held the torn flap of her tunic closed. They would have to find something else for her to wear, or at least a needle and thread. Did mercenaries carry such domestic things?

      “Are you mad at me?” Aldari asked even more softly, though there was little point in whispering in the small boat. The elves would doubtless hear.

      “No.” Theli glanced at her. “Also, that’s not permitted.”

      “Being mad? Or being mad at me?”

      “Bodyguards aren’t permitted to be irked with their clients, especially their royal clients.”

      “No matter how foolish the things are that those clients do?”

      “No matter.” Theli eyed the elves and lowered her voice. “I’m annoyed with my choice, not yours. I’ve been so focused on escaping and trying to get you back to safety and your wedding that I haven’t accepted that the dangers out there could be greater than the dangers here with them.”

      “It’s a difficult situation.”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m glad you’re not irked with me,” Aldari said. “I thought you might have been perturbed when I hugged Hawk, even though that was a perfectly reasonable thing to do, given the circumstances.”

      “Given the circumstances, I might have hugged him if you hadn’t, but there wasn’t room.”

      “You could have hugged his lieutenant.”

      Setvik was rowing in sync with Hawk and ignoring their conversation, so it was only in Aldari’s mind that he flinched, aghast at the thought of a human woman touching him. Even Hawk didn’t seem to be paying much attention to them. Maybe because of his pain, rowing was the only thing he could focus on.

      “I would rather have hugged the serpent,” Theli said.

      “It was cuddlier.”

      “Not true,” Hawk grunted, proving he was paying attention.

      He paused rowing long enough to lift his tunic and the bottom of his torso armor, inasmuch as the stiff leather would allow it. Thanks to its recent maceration in the maw of a serpent, it was more pliable than typical, and Aldari got a glimpse of deep puncture wounds still leaking blood. The skin around them was waterlogged and inflamed. If he didn’t have an infection by the next day, she would be shocked.

      She hoped his camp did have medical supplies—very good medical supplies. That nasty gray powder the medic had shared couldn’t possibly be sufficient to deal with injuries like that.

      Aldari forced a smile, not wanting her horrified expression to worry Hawk—it was possible he didn’t yet realize how bad the wounds were. “Did you not feel cuddled as its fangs were sinking in?” she asked lightly.

      “I did not. On the other hand, Setvik and I may have a somewhat contentious relationship, but he’s not bitten me yet.”

      Aldari doubted it would feel any better if Setvik plunged a dagger into Hawk’s chest, but she didn’t bring that up. A current caught the dinghy, and it lurched as they started floating sideways—rapidly.

      With a curse, Hawk hurried to lower his tunic and armor and return both hands to the oars. The dinghy rocked hard in the current, then floated past a huge rock jutting out of the river.

      It was the first obstacle Aldari had seen in the deep, formerly placid water, and they barely avoided wrecking the dinghy upon it.

      Setvik barked orders, as if he were in charge, and the two elves rowed vigorously to get the bow pointed downstream. Did they actually want to go in that direction? They were supposed to be crossing the river, not following it out to sea.

      As the dinghy rocked in the current, more rocks jutting out of the water to either side of them, Aldari gripped Theli’s hand. She didn’t know if it was for comfort or in the hope that they would be less likely to be thrown overboard if they were attached to each other. With her other hand, she gripped the side of the dinghy.

      Surprisingly, once the bow was pointed downstream, the elves stopped rowing.

      “You’re not giving up because there’s no hope of us escaping being swept out to sea, right?” Aldari asked.

      “Elves never give up.” Hawk held her gaze. “The fact that our people have survived centuries of attackers at our door and having our brothers and sisters stolen and turned into the Twisted should attest to that.”

      The intensity of his gaze was unsettling, and it gave her the sense that he would do anything for his people—anything to stop their torment. The fact that he’d kidnapped her, when he didn’t seem like someone who would usually lower himself to such criminal activity, spoke to that.

      “Not to mention being cuddled by river serpents,” Aldari said, preferring levity to intensity.

      Hawk managed a quick smile. “Indeed.”

      The hint of something roasting reached Aldari’s nose. Meat? Were they nearing the camp the elves had spoken of?

      Her stomach whined pitifully, reminding her that she’d eaten nothing except a couple of those awful moss bars since she’d been kidnapped.

      “There’s something glowing purple up ahead.” Aldari pointed.

      No sooner had the words come out than the current shifted. The rowboat wobbled again as it turned toward what Aldari hoped was the bank. The thickness of the fog kept her from seeing anything but three glowing spheres ahead. Their height suggested they were hanging well above the water. Or above land?

      As the current carried the boat in that direction, the outline of dark, shadowy trees grew visible. The spheres hung among their branches.

      The dinghy hit a rock or some other underwater obstacle, and Aldari almost pitched off her bench. Hawk released an oar long enough to lean forward and steady her.

      Once the current spat them into a calm cove, the dinghy settled. After a few more powerful strokes, the elves pulled in the oars. As their momentum carried them forward, the outlines of tents grew visible, as did the orange of a couple of campfires and numerous torches.

      The dinghy glided until it scraped the beach beneath them. Hawk and Setvik climbed out and pulled it ashore. Several other dinghies rested on the pebbly beach—Aldari recognized them from the ferry—as well as a couple of canoes. Perhaps someone stayed year around and maintained the camp for travelers.

      Once the elves stepped back, Aldari and Theli climbed gingerly out. With her entire body aching, Aldari longed for medical supplies not only for Hawk but for herself. Somewhat miraculously, she hadn’t broken any bones, but she could feel fresh lumps and bruises rising all over, and her hip and knee pulsed with pain when she put weight on her legs. Her shoulder and back also ached, and she longed for the steam baths in the castle back home, and for one of the maids to tend her wounds and bring her a healing herbal tea.

      “Welcome to the elven kingdom of Serth.” Hawk spread a hand toward the camp and towering evergreens stretching inland, then bowed to them. Twilight darkened the shoreline, and the trees reminded Aldari of the creepy forests of fairy tales, places where wolves and vorgs and worse lurked, waiting to devour children who wandered too far from their homes. “I regret that it’s not the place the legends promise us it once was,” Hawk added, “and that I can take you only to the outpost where the king lives and rules, and not one of the great cities of eld, but perhaps you’ll be able to help us return our land to what it once was.”

      Hawk smiled at Aldari, a smile full of appreciation and hope.

      In another situation, she might have found that smile handsome and appealing, but all she could think about was that he might expect far too much of her. How would he feel if she couldn’t get him into the ancient laboratory of a crazy dead elf wizard? Or, even if she could, what if they opened the door and found nothing there to help?
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