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The Midwinter Royal

A Romance of Tamnen

Stephanie A. Cain

Dedication

For Peggy Larkin

Cousin Willat is entirely her fault

Chapter One

Izbel gritted her teeth and breathed out slowly as her maid tightened her corset. She was going to become a true lady worthy of the title if it killed her. And she was beginning to think it just might. She had established an entirely new line of horses from a fleet of foot foundation stud and a handful of strong, handsome mares, but that challenge was nothing compared to putting on a dress and prancing for the nobility.

“I’m sorry, my lady. One more should do it.” And with that warning, Guira tugged the laces so tight Izbel’s breath squeaked out of her.

“By the Seven, are you trying to kill me?” Izbel hissed.

“My lady will be so beautiful,” Guira said. Izbel heard the whisper of silk and then she felt sheets of the soft fabric settled around her.

The dress was nothing like the rough wool gowns she wore at home, when gowns were absolutely necessary, yet Izbel couldn’t hold in a sigh as she smoothed her palm over the pale blue and white silk. She would look beautiful, she thought. It was just that she didn’t feel beautiful. She felt like a nag dressed up as a prize mare.

A tap at the door announced her mother, and Izbel bit her lip.

Her mother bustled in, beaming. She was dressed for the ball, but Izbel could tell from the plain braid down her back that she wasn't finished preparing. “You are a vision, my dear. You will certainly catch some rich lordling’s eye at the ball.”

Her mother’s joy was the only thing that kept Izbel from snapping at her. She loved her mother, but she was not like her mother. Izbel had been content to be the younger daughter of the Fifth Family, the daughter with an affinity for horses, who might never marry so she could stay with the family and her horses.

When Izbel's sister died the whole predictable world crumbled. Zara's death had not been a shock—her lungs had been wasting for nearly a year—but the role Izbel was now expected to fill, of landed lady who must breed to carry on the family name...that had come as a shock, for all that it shouldn’t have.

She bowed her head, feeling the odd weight of her hair, piled into an intricate style full of loops and whorls. It was so different from the practical braid she usually pinned in place. “I will endeavor to make you proud of me, Mother.”

Her mother embraced her, careful not to crush the silk or muss her hair. “I am already proud of you. I ask only that you greet the eligible lords at the ball with an open heart. You know what must be, if you cannot find an acceptable husband here.”

The bottom dropped out of Izbel’s stomach. She did know. “I will try,” she promised.

Only Guira saw her fist clenching behind her back, and her handmaid was good enough not to mention it.

* * *

The Year’s Turning ball on the first night of the Longnight celebrations was a tradition almost as old as the Corrone dynasty, established three centuries earlier. It was there that each family presented its newly-available sons and daughters, hoping to catch a prize alliance. Over the next fortnight, courtships would take place, alliances be forged, and by Longnight, many families had weddings planned to take place before the Spring Evener.

Izbel knew she should be excited about the ball—she did love dancing—but her sister’s memory overlaid every thought she had of the ball. Zara had loved sharing her stories of the palace’s elaborate winter decorations and the intricate gowns the women wore. Zara’s betrothal to the younger son of the Ninth Family had been arranged there. Lorian had joined their household and fit in well, but Zara had been unable to carry a baby to term; she had succumbed to her illness just three years after the wedding. Lorian, grief-stricken, had declined to accompany the family to the capital for Longnight.

How could Izbel look forward to the ball when she felt so keenly that her sister should be here with her? Here instead of her, truth be known, Zara's black hair and flashing eyes accented by a deep burgundy dress and her laughter. Instead the court of Tamnen would be presented with Izbel, her golden-brown skin and brown-black hair perfectly made up, but sorrow lurking in her heart. And whether it was sorrow for her sister or sorrow over her own loss of liberty, not even Izbel was sure.

But Izbel was the heir, and she would be expected to become a proper little broodmare so the Fifth Family lineage could continue unbroken. Well, she wasn't a horse to be bred in season! Even if she did love caring for her own beloved mares during their birthing, she wanted more than that for herself.

And if she did not find an acceptable husband here, she could only think of two choices, neither appealing: marry her sister’s grieving widower—if he agreed—or marry her second cousin Willat in order to keep the estate intact. Izbel’s shoulders slumped.

Guira’s arm slipped around her waist. “All shall be well, my lady,” she whispered, and kissed Izbel’s cheek. Then she was gone and Izbel was left to make the journey from the Fifth Family’s apartments to the main ballroom.

“There you are, finally!” Willat was dressed in dark blue velvet, a ridiculous amount of frothy lace at his throat and wrists. Izbel narrowed her eyes, wondering which of the house servants had told him she was wearing blue.

“Cousin,” she said, trying to inject pleasure into her voice. She failed. “I was not informed you had called.”

“Called? No, indeed. I am here to escort you to the ball.” He leaned in close. “As is proper.”

Izbel drew herself up. “I beg your pardon, but it is not proper. I am a lady unattached, with no promises or expectations made of me. It would be improper for me to arrive with any company except my parents and chaperone.”

“No expectations?” Willat’s thin lips curled into a repellent smile. “But surely, my dear cousin, you know the family’s plans for us.”

Izbel lifted her chin. Gods knew it would be foolish to offend him, since she might yet be forced to marry him. But she would not let him push her into anything. “I know that I may yet catch the eye of some higher-placed younger son who would be pleased to join our family,” she said. “And I will attend the ball alone or not at all.”

Willat drew himself up. She had offended him; but of course Willat was the type to let himself be offended easily. She couldn’t bring herself to care. Her mother had been lucky enough to marry a gentle man, who had loved her almost at once, and earned her love in return. But Izbel knew Willat's character, and she wouldn't give a horse she liked to her cousin. For that matter, she wouldn't give a horse she didn't like to him.

“When we are married,” he hissed, “you will learn not to speak to me with such disrespect.”

Izbel clenched her teeth together before she could reply that she would die before she married him. It would only make the situation worse, and for that matter, it might not be true. She couldn’t disappoint her family like that. She knew her duty, even if she might hate it. After a moment she smiled. Perhaps she could use on herself the trick to introducing an abandoned foal to its adoptive mother. She could roll Willat in something strong-smelling—like manure, perhaps—and then roll in it herself, until she couldn't tell the difference between them.

“Until that day, I shall continue to speak as I like,” she promised, and strode away from him.

Her long, confident steps only lasted her halfway to the ballroom. She’d told her mother yesterday that she wished to be presented alone. Not out of any disrespect for her parents, but because she still missed her sister. Zara will accompany me, she’d told her father, and then felt a pang of guilt at the tears welling in his eyes.

At last she reached the soaring double doors and gave her name to the herald. He would announce her during the next break in the music. In the meantime, she had a few moments to catch her breath and prepare for this.

I’m sorry, Zara, she thought. Sorry you aren’t here with me. Sorry we won’t grow old together. I promise I’ll take care of Lorian for you, but please, help me find someone pleasing tonight.

It was a superstition that the spirits of beloved dead came back in Longnight season to guide maidens to true love. Izbel didn’t believe it, not really, but oh—how she wanted to. She closed her eyes and pictured her laughing sister, cheerful even through the days of coughing up blood, and imagined Zara taking her by the hand and introducing her to some nice younger son. He would be kind and bookish, thoughtful, observant. Perhaps he would be nice looking. Most of all, he would be excited to join her at the estate, and he would share her passion for good horses.

“My Lady Izbel,” the herald murmured to get her attention, and she opened her eyes. Then the music ended with a great flourish, and the doors were flung open. Time to introduce the new mare to the rest of the herd.

Izbel’s melancholy lingered through her presentation. It didn’t help that she had to dodge Willat until the first song was underway. There could be no joining the dancing sets after a song had begun, so she was safe for several minutes after that. Hopefully he would resign himself to not dancing with Izbel. If he found himself another partner, she could position herself artfully to catch an invitation for the third song.

Unfortunately, he found her before the first song was over.

“Ah, there you are. Izbel, my dear, you are so lovely you should be on display for the entire ballroom to see. It would be good for the court to be jealous of the Fifth Family for once.” Willat smoothed a finger over his thin mustache. She knew he fancied it made him look distinguished, but Izbel thought it looked like a caterpillar had crawled onto his face and died there.

“I fear you mistake me for Zara, cousin,” she said. “The whole kingdom envied us while she lived.”

“She was lovely, true, but she proved too weak to continue the family, didn’t she?” The smile he offered was likely meant to be sympathetic, but it was too close to a smirk. If Izbel hadn’t already hated him, she would have hated him for that.

Six months ago she would probably have hit him for saying such a thing. Just a few weeks ago she would have blistered him with choice words. But they were in public, at court, and at a ball. She must be a lady. Only a lady would catch the interest of a gentleman who wasn’t Willat.

"What's to say your bloodline would prove any stronger?" Izbel fanned herself and blinked. “Is that why you always avoid strong drink?”

His expression froze. “If you wish for a drink, you have only to ask. I will be but a moment.” He turned and strode off.

As soon as his back was turned, Izbel darted around a fat marble column, looking for a better hiding place. Perhaps there, in the midst of that potted shrubbery she might find a private spot. Hopefully unclaimed by a trysting couple catching a moment alone. She glanced furtively around, saw he was still on his way to the drinks table, and slipped between laughing nobles to her chosen hiding place. Along the way, she found herself a glass of something that sparkled and shimmered in the light. She wouldn't want any drink Willat chose for her, anyway.

The potted shrubbery had been claimed by an amorous couple. The young man was proclaiming his undying affection and kissing her hand while the young woman blushed and giggled. It wasn’t as embarrassing as it could have been, but Izbel stammered her apologies—which went unnoticed by either of them—and stumbled back out of the plants. She would just have to hope Willat didn’t think to look over here.

Her drink began doing its work, letting her relax her shoulders as a pleasant warmth spread through her. She began looking around, noting which young noblemen were involved in conversation with young ladies. That was one of the younger Birona sons, she thought—Second Family, and he would raise their political pull considerably, though she didn’t imagine she could catch his eye. She might do better with Restin or Talt—both houses had younger sons, and their noble rank was lower than Izbel’s.

She suppressed a sigh and looked down into her glass, losing herself in the play of the bubbles. It was hard to think of getting a husband without remembering the reason she needed one. Zara had never expected her to be anything but a devoted younger sister who would be content to help raise her sister's children along with her own. With a deep breath, Izbel squared her shoulders and lifted her head. She had been that devoted younger sister, but that was the past. Now she needed a husband, and that meant she should dance.

The musicians drew the piece to a close, paused half a minute, then played a few bars to announce the next piece. Rather than a lively tune, this was a stately one, full of movement, but possessing a certain dignity or reticence that appealed to her. As did the tall young man with black hair who approached her and bowed over her hand.

“Lady Izbel, I believe,” the man said. “Would you honor me by dancing this set with me?” Then he looked up at her with warm golden eyes and she realized she was looking at Prince Marsede.

“Thank you.” She dropped into a curtsy. “It is you who honor me, my prince.”

“I warn you,” Marsede said as he caught her free hand in his, “I am a more enthusiastic dancer than a skilled one.”

She laughed in surprise. “If only you had chosen a set with a feminine lead, then,” she said, letting him swirl her into his arms.

Despite his words, he moved gracefully, his feet and touch light, so he seemed to guide her rather than possess her. She had learned to dance among her younger cousins, which might explain why she had expected a tighter hold, but whatever the reason, she was grateful. He must be a good horseman, if he could maintain this light a touch but still guide her steps.

“We have never met before,” Marsede said.

“No, my prince. I have been at our estate until this year. My sister died in the summer.” Her eyes prickled as she spoke, but with effort, she kept a pleasant smile on her face.

“By the Seven, I am so sorry, lady. I should not have forgotten.”

Izbel tossed her head to hide the tears sparkling in her eyes. “It is just that I am not used to being the heir. I...I miss my horses.”

“And your sister, more than the horses, I daresay,” he murmured. He ducked to look into her face. “I have distressed you.”

“Oh.” Izbel wet her lips. “I was already distressed. Your kindness eases it.” It was true, but after a moment, she added, "It is still difficult for me to speak of it."

Marsede smiled at her and pulled her gently, ever so slightly closer to him. “Then we shall not speak, but dance to ease your cares.”

She let herself relax into the steps, into his arms. He was taller than she and broad-shouldered. As they danced, her grief did ease. Zara would have loved to see Izbel like this, wrapped in silk and commanding the dance floor with Tamnen’s prince. And although Zara couldn’t be here, she would still want Izbel to relish this. After all, it had been Zara who first showed Izbel that there was more to the world than just her obsession with horses.

When the song ended, Marsede touched Izbel’s chin with a single fingertip, looking into her eyes. “Lady, would it please you to dance another with me, or I shall I remove myself?”

And this time, Izbel found it easy to smile at him. “It would please me a great deal, my prince. And...” She hoped she wasn't blushing, though her cheeks were hot. "You may call me Izbel."

He grinned at her. “Then you must call me Marsede, if you would.”

Her smile widened as the music started up again, a lively, joyous song that soon had them skipping and spinning with the other couples in their group. Under the song’s influence—or the prince’s—Izbel’s sorrow transformed into a warm contentment that allowed her to skip and laugh with the others until she was breathless, her heart pounding in her chest. She had never felt this strange light-headed giddiness before, and she didn't want it ever to end.

The end of the song came abruptly, and with it, Izbel’s only misstep—but what a misstep. She hit her last place and tried to freeze there, holding position, but she was off-balance. Time stood still, the air rushing around her. She couldn't find her feet as the world spun about them—and then it was over, and the world stopped spinning, and Marsede had caught her.

“Oh dear,” she murmured, her cheeks heating as she met his gaze. Marsede smiled down at her. “Thank you for catching me.”

“Believe me, it is my pleasure,” he murmured. “But perhaps we should pause for a breather.” He caught her hand in his and led her away from the other dancers.

Izbel caught a glimpse of her cousin’s outraged face, but she ignored him and turned her head to look more directly at Marsede. “I am disappointed that you lied to me, Marsede,” she said, making her tone arch. She had never flirted before. She hoped this was how it worked.

He stared at her in astonishment. “Lied? I, lady? I would not lie to you.”

Izbel pursed her lips, then smiled at him. “You said you were a poor dancer. But I found you perfectly lovely.”

He chuckled. “Did you?”

“Your dancing,” she corrected hastily. Oh, by the Seven, how clumsy she was. “Your dancing was lovely. Is lovely.”

His mirth grew, though his laughter was gentle. “Your dancing is also lovely, that last step notwithstanding,” he said. He drew their joined hands to his lips, brushing them against her fingers. “As you are lovely.”

Izbel’s throat felt very dry. Oh, she knew he was a flirt, but hearing the stories was one thing. Having it directed at her was another thing entirely. She suddenly wished she’d adopted the fashion for fans, so she could cool her face.

That was, of course, when Cousin Willat chose to interrupt.

“There you are! Izbel, I have been looking all over for you. I got the drink you wanted.” He looked a fool, his velvet tunic rumpled, a glass of red punch in each hand. Izbel hated him, but she couldn’t quite suppress the pang of humiliation. She wasn't sure if it was for Willat or for herself.

“The prince asked me to dance,” she told him, “and I was pleased to do so.”

Willat stared at her, his face slowly turning the color of the punch. “Well, I have your drink,” he said, and held it out to her.

Izbel dared a glance up at the prince. Marsede was frowning absently past Willat, almost as if he didn’t see her cousin.

What should she do? If she accepted the drink, would Willat go away? Would he expect her to dance with him? Would the prince think it meant something? But why did it matter what the prince thought? The prince certainly wasn’t going to marry her and move to her family estate.

But still, he’s the prince, she thought, and took the drink from Willat anyway.

“Thank you for getting my drink, Cousin,” she said. Perhaps emphasizing their relationship would make it seem less as if Willat had a claim on her.

Willat didn’t respond. He looked from her to the prince, then back at her. Marsede seemed to come back to himself then.

The prince straightened and took Izbel’s arm. “Yes, you do your cousin good service,” he said to Willat. “That will be all.”

Izbel sucked in a breath. Oh, please let Willat understand he had just been dismissed.

Apparently he did. He bowed stiffly and walked away.

Izbel’s hands had gone cold. She hated confrontation. Negotiations and planning were all well and good, but actual conflict...she wasn’t good at that.

Marsede looked down into her face. “Forgive me if I spoke out of turn, Izbel,” he murmured. “You did not seem pleased to have your cousin near.”

She rolled her eyes. “He is so pushy. And he has no fondness for horses.” Then she remembered who she was talking to and couldn’t believe she had spoken so flippantly.

Marsede made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a snicker. He quickly stifled it and cleared his throat. “I agree, those are grave flaws to have in a cousin.” He spoke solemnly, but there was a twinkle in his golden eyes that made her stomach feel funny.

She lifted her punch and took a sip, wishing Willat had brought her more of the sparkling wine. Of course he would choose punch—a child’s drink—as if she were still a child. He thought of her as a child still, believed he could marry her and run the Fifth Family. But she would not be ruled by Willat.

“I cannot remember what we were discussing before Cousin Willat interrupted,” Marsede said.

Izbel cast back and remembered all too well that they hadn’t been discussing at all. “Oh, dancing, I believe,” she said hastily. Her fingers still tingled from the touch of his lips.

Marsede’s gaze was intent on hers. “Yes. Dancing.”

Looking back at him, Izbel felt herself growing flustered again. She stepped on the hem of her dress and stumbled. Another quick step kept her from falling, but it was too late to save herself from humiliation; her arm shook and red punch sloshed onto her wrist and across the prince’s tunic.

For a moment, she could only stare in horror at the dark stain spreading against the rich brocade. Then a crystalline laugh broke her paralysis.

“I’m so sorry!” Izbel gasped, not looking around at the lady who had laughed. She had to suppress her first instinct to blot at the spill with her skirt. It wouldn’t be ladylike, though she had mopped up any number of spills that way at home. She pressed a hand to one hot cheek. Everyone was staring at her, surely. How would a socialite react? Would she laugh or swear? Izbel's own experience gave her no basis for knowing.

But to her surprise, Marsede smiled, ignoring the others. “Ah, and here I protested that I would be the clumsy partner,” he teased, his voice low and warm. “Come, Izbel, let us find someone to help me clean this.”

Before she could think of a reply, Marsede captured her hand in his and led her away from the dance floor. Izbel thought she heard someone titter, but she gulped and managed to hold her head high. After all, she was walking with the prince, and whoever had laughed was not. But, oh, gods, please let Willat not have seen that!

The prince’s manservant was dispatched to his royal apartments to fetch a clean tunic, and Marsede led Izbel outside to the grand terrace that spread the length of the ballroom.

It never snowed this far south, but the air was crisp enough to sting her nostrils. Izbel took a deep breath, grateful for the cold against her cheeks. She tilted her head back, staring up at the stars. She was content not to talk if Marsede was.

They stood a decorous distance from one another. Izbel was grateful Marsede had shown her attention tonight. He was known as a flirt, and for political reasons he was destined to marry one of the princesses of Amethir, or possibly the noblewoman of the Long Coast who had been presented ahead of Izbel. And, whispered a mercenary thought that sounded suspiciously like her mother, if the prince showed her favor, she would be that much more desirable to men of lesser families who might pay her suit.

The servant returned, and with him one of the queen’s ladies in waiting. Izbel smiled at the lady, who didn't give her name, and allowed herself to be drawn away from the prince and into conversation about how cold it was and how lovely the ball, and all manner of other unimportant comments.

Chapter Two

Izbel was sketching in her parlor when, two mornings after the ball, Guira stepped into the room, her face shining with excitement.

“My lady, Prince Marsede is here to request you ride with him.” Her hands were clasped before her chest. "I intercepted Sira before she set herself up as your chaperone. I want to go with you."

Izbel laid aside her pen. “Then you intend me to accept, I take it.”

“Oh, but you must. The prince! He is ever so much handsomer up close, isn’t he?” Guira was smiling, but there was a glint in her eyes that told Izbel how pointless it would be for her to argue.

She argued anyway. “Yes, the prince. Who is not likely to marry me and come home to Silverhills to breed horses. Don’t forget what we are doing here, Guira.”

Her maid tilted her head. “He is the prince, my lady. One does not refuse the prince’s request.”

“If one doesn’t, then why does the prince request at all?” Izbel countered.

“For good form’s sake.” Guira sniffed. “Gracious, look at that sleeve.”

Izbel looked down at her plain gray dress and made a noise of dismay at the ink splatter on her sleeve. “I suppose I should wear something nicer.”

“It is cold outside, but we have a very pretty blue in medium-weight wool, with a split skirt for riding. I think that would be best, with the white cloak.” And Guira set about dressing Izbel without waiting for so much as a by-your-leave.

Fifteen minutes later, Izbel stepped out into the front room, where Marsede waited, hands clasped behind his back. He was inspecting a sketch she had done of her foundation stud. She had brought the framed sketch as a reminder of what she left behind at Silverhills.

“This is exquisite,” Marsede said. “Your work?”

“It is. Thank you.” Izbel wondered how she should speak to him. He had requested she call him Marsede, and according to Guira, one didn't refuse the prince's request. But that seemed overly familiar, despite the four dances they had shared at the ball. Then again, she had spilled her drink on him. Perhaps that was a reason to dispense with formality.

“I thought you might like to see the sights of Tamnen City,” Marsede said.

“Guira said something about horses,” Izbel prompted.

Marsede darted a glance at her maid, who stood straight and severe by the fire. “I brought three horses and had thought we might ride, but I had not taken into account whether your chaperone might be capable.”

"Guira will be fine," Izbel said. "She often rides with me at home in Siverhills."

As Marsede handed Izbel up onto the back of a spirited white filly, he explained she had just been trained to the saddle that summer.

"Is she Salishok or Rivarden?" Izbel asked, examining the fine curve to the filly's ears. "What amazing conformation!"

"Neither." The prince grinned at her. "Dinnsan. But you can be forgiven for not knowing the difference. I'm told it's something about the shape of their eyes, but you've obviously got a better eye than I have." He patted the filly's shoulder. “I remembered how much you said you liked horses, so I thought you might like each other.”

“I do,” Izbel said, smiling as the filly snorted and tossed her head. She patted the horse’s shoulder, absurdly pleased by the prince’s thoughtfulness.

“She’s yours to ride as long as you are in the city.”

Izbel blinked. “I—Did you just give me a horse?” she blurted. And a desert horse, the fleetest there was! But then, what was one desert horse to a prince? And yet...if word got out that the prince had given a young lady a horse, wouldn’t people talk? But no, he’d only really given her the use of the horse. ‘As long as you are in the city,’ he’d said; well, she might leave at the end of the Longnight celebrations, for all he knew. She shook herself back to attention.

Marsede was laughing. “I can think of no one who would be a better match for her.” He grinned at her and nudged his horse into motion.

As they pranced down paved roads between stone buildings, the conversation turned to his hopes for the future. Marsede wanted to expand the university and dredge the harbor to allow for larger ships. She was pleasantly surprised when he invited her opinion of all his ideas—and grateful that she thought them mostly solid ideas, so she didn’t have to attempt a polite fiction.

It was only when he mentioned that he would like to expand on their trade relationship with Amethir that Izbel’s heart sank. Of course he would want that—he was expected to strengthen the alliance between Amethir and Tamnen. He might begin with commerce, but it would not end there.

Fool, she chided herself. You know he’s likely meant to marry Amethir. You must not allow yourself ridiculous notions. But it was so difficult to guard herself with him, for all that she tried. And when he hit on her favorite topic, it was impossible.

“I have heard the Amethirians think our horses are superior to theirs,” he said. “Apparently what they call horses over there are really little more than tall ponies.”

That caught her attention, and she laughed. “That’s unfair. They are smaller than our horses, true, but they are also sturdier, if less fleet of foot.” She tipped her head. “Still, I think we could make a good effort at introducing our bloodlines to their stock. We might keep the sturdiness but introduce a bit of speed.”

Marsede nodded. “I thought you might be the right person to ask about that.”

She tilted her head. “Does his majesty have no horse breeders of his own?”

“You are the horse breeder I wished to ask,” Marsede said, “and Father allowed that it would be good to have a second opinion.”

She cocked an eyebrow at him. “What does the royal breeder say?”

“Like you, she says it would be a good cross. You have convinced me. I shall recommend to my father that we approach the subject with the Amethirian trade ministry.”

Izbel had to fight to keep the smile on her face. She glanced at Guira, who rode behind them at a distance that made it seem she was not eavesdropping. But Izbel knew Guira's hearing was sharper than a cat’s. Her maid's gaze as she met Izbel’s was sober, but encouraging.

“What is it, Izbel?” Marsede murmured. “You have an objection?”

“I...” Oh, gods, she couldn’t just blurt out the reason for her sudden opposition to a treaty marriage with Amethir. What else might have bothered her? “You will not have to travel to Amethir yourself, I hope. I believe it is near to their storm season, is it not?”

Marsede’s golden eyes studied her face for several more heartbeats, then he shrugged. “We will send emissaries. And I think it best to wait until after the storm season is over. I have many preparations to make.”

Preparations to change his life utterly by sharing it with a foreign woman, Izbel thought. That would be quite an adjustment. Certainly he was not a man who shirked his duty, though; everyone agreed the prince was an upstanding figure, a man who loved his kingdom and his people. King Cosha was popular, but his son was more popular still.

“Of course,” she murmured.

She was still contemplating her unexpected disappointment when Marsede’s hand touched hers. He had stopped, so Izbel drew the filly to a halt and looked up.

He’d brought her to the royal horse market.

Izbel looked over at him and found him watching her. A broad smile spread across his face when she looked at him. Izbel’s heart fluttered. Oh, she was a fool, but how could she help it? He had seen her sorrow at the ball, and now he had brought her to the horse market.

“Come,” he said. “You shall help me select a horse to introduce to the Amethirian stock, and I will introduce you to Horsemaster Seren. I hope you shall advise her on this project.”

* * *

The next fortnight was filled with meetings with Horsemaster Seren, which Izbel enjoyed a great deal, as well as social morning visits with one or more of the suitors who had set their aim on Izbel, which Izbel enjoyed a good deal less.

Her hopes that the prince’s notice would enhance her status had been well-founded, but now she found herself attempting to balance the prince’s horse-breeding project with her suitors. Jashel Birona of the Second Family had called twice on her, despite his elder brother’s lack of approval. And of course there was Cousin Willat, who was maddeningly persistent in his obtuse, heavy-handed way.

Every time she met with Seren, she found herself looking around eagerly to see if Marsede had joined them that day, but he rarely did. After the first week, Izbel was forced to admit the horse-breeding project was purely a matter of profit to him, rather than a passion or pretext to see her.

In the meantime, court gossip had it that the Amethirian ambassador had been seen several times in company with the prince. The beautiful Long Coast noblewoman, Timara, was said to enjoy the prince’s attentions as well. Some members of court were placing bets on whether Marsede’s father would choose Amethir or the Long Coast for their next matrimonial ally.

With Longnight celebrations nearly over, deep winter was settling in, which meant icy rain nearly every afternoon. On the days when it was too icy for her to make the trip to the royal horse market, Izbel was forced to stay in and socialize with other women of the court. It became a popular pastime for young ladies to visit Izbel’s apartments and sit for a sketch portrait.

One morning Izbel had a precious hour to herself. She brought out the sketch she was finishing of the desert filly she had taken to calling Lalasa. Lalasa was the sweetest horse Izbel had ever known, though she was by turns stubborn and impatient. Izbel knew they must part eventually, but she wanted something to remember the filly by.

A knock at the door made her groan, though she suppressed it a moment later. As Sira the chambermaid hurried to answer, Izbel hissed, “I am not receiving gentleman callers.”

But her visitor was not a gentleman.

“Lady Timara,” Izbel said, rising and smoothing her skirts. “Welcome.”

“Lady Izbel. We have spent little time together.” Timara had a lovely accent. “I hope to change that this morn.” Her dress was a shocking deep red, her lips painted to match. Her silvery-gold hair was artfully arranged.

Izbel gestured her to a seat. “How do you like Tamnen City?” she asked, and braced herself to endure an onslaught of insipid remarks about how different it was.

“I like it quite well,” Timara said. “Particularly your prince.” Her red lips curved in a tiny smile. “He is so kind to those of lesser station.”

Izbel was grateful that Guira was so quick with refreshments. Izbel could turn her attention to pouring for Lady Timara, so she didn’t have to think of a retort. By the time they were settled with their coffee, she felt settled enough to smile at her visitor.

“I am glad you have called on me. I have heard so much good about you, but I have not had the pleasure of your company.” She let her tone hang slightly at the end, just hinting that she would have to judge for herself if the good she had heard were true. To soften the implied insult, she tipped her head to one side. “You are certainly as beautiful as everyone says.”

Timara arched an eyebrow, her smile never faltering. If she were a horse, she would be arching her neck and prancing, preparing to buck. Izbel wondered if Timara were preparing another snide comment. A rider could often distract a horse who was preparing to buck. Could Timara be distracted?

“I wonder,” Izbel said, making her tone as diffident as possible, “if I might sketch you while we talk.”

To her surprise, Timara’s smile became more genuine and she sat forward. “I confess, that is why I came to see you, Lady Izbel,” she said. “I have seen your clever sketches of some of the other ladies, and I hoped to have one for myself.”

Pleased to have avoided a duel of witty remarks, if suspicious about the true nature of Timara’s visit, Izbel nevertheless set aside her tea and took up her pen and sketchboard. She checked the freshness of her ink and then studied Timara for some time.

The Long Coast noblewoman was certain in her beauty, there could be no question. Her posture was straight but not stiff—proud, rather, Izbel judged. Her green eyes flashed, and a tiny dimple on one side of her mouth gave her beauty an inviting air. She had clearly selected her dress to set off her paleness, emphasizing how different she looked from most of the other ladies at court. She did not fidget under Izbel’s protracted gaze.

Finally deciding she had Timara’s measure, Izbel dipped her pen and began to sketch. Her wrist rode the curve of Timara’s cheek, jaw, and throat like a caress, long sweeping strokes capturing the basic lines of Timara’s form. She would fill in the details once she had the form.

“I fear I am a poor conversationalist while I am sketching,” Izbel lied. “But I am an excellent listener. Perhaps you would tell me about your home.”

Timara launched into a description of her estate along the rocky cliffs in the central Long Coast. She spoke eloquently about the bracing winds and the alluring cries of the gulls, and Izbel’s fingers itched to rough in a background to match Timara’s words. Timara’s eyes lit when she spoke of the windswept beauty of her home, and how she enjoyed the more temperate climate of Tamnen City but still longed to return to her brothers.

Izbel was surprised when Guira interrupted their conversation. With a curtsy, the maid reminded Izbel she had an appointment shortly. Timara responded graciously to an invitation to return to finish the portrait and departed in a flutter of apologies, leaving Izbel bewildered.

“You were observing, I presume,” she said as Guira helped her out of her morning gown and into something more appropriate for an appointment in the stables.

“Of course, my lady.” Guira’s hands made quick work of lacing her up. “Lady Timara is very beautiful, and she knows it. But beyond her initial cut, she seemed to wish to ingratiate herself to you.”

“So you don’t know what she’s up to, either.” Izbel sighed. “I was not made for court games. I had far rather people speak their minds openly, even if it brings us in conflict.”

“My lady does an admirable job of hiding that fact,” Guira said dryly.

Izbel huffed. “I’m perfectly capable of minding my manners if I have to.”

Guira patted a few stray locks of Izbel’s hair into place. “Of course you are.”

* * *

Izbel had not seen the prince in over a week. She knew the stable mistress was reporting to him on their plans, but to Izbel’s disappointment, he had not made a personal appearance.

No. Not to my disappointment, she thought. I cannot afford to be distracted by him. Focus on Jashel Birona.

With a sigh, she pushed aside the ledgers she had been studying. The Fifth Family was neither the richest not the poorest of the Nine, but the hay harvest had not been as bountiful as she had hoped it would be. If she wanted to expand her breeding program, she would have to import hay from one of the estates further north, and that would be an added expense. While her father handled most of the actual financial matters still, he had involved her after her sister’s death. She needed to know all aspects of the job, he told her, and the numbers had proven a welcome distraction from her grief.

Emotion would not change the meaning of a number. Numbers were not open to interpretation. They were themselves, without equivocation.

“I’m not sure we can afford as much hay as we’ll need,” she told her father, who had a short reprieve from his business at the docks. “Not if we intend to keep the tithe low. And we can’t afford to raise taxes unless we want to import more food against the possibility of a shortage.”

He nodded. “Your assessment is correct. Do you have thoughts regarding a solution?”

“No.” She fought the urge to whine. “Well, yes, a solution. Not a solution I like.” She folded her hands in her lap. “I’ll have to postpone the expansion of my breeding program until we have a good store of hay. Next year at the earliest, but probably the year after.” Her lips twisted in disappointment. “And in the interim, Windqueen won’t be growing younger.”

“She’ll still be capable of years of foaling.” Her father tested a hand on her shoulder. “If my opinion is worth anything, I think it is the right decision.”

“Your opinion is worth a great deal, Father.” She leaned her cheek on his hand. “It is so hard,” she whispered. “I only wanted to breed horses. I didn’t want all this. I wanted to be Zara’s horse breeder, not the head of the Fifth Family.”

Her father hugged her. “We don’t always get what we want, my dearest. But I hope you know how proud I am of you. Your strength and courage have given me hope. And there will always be horses. You must not abandon your passion to duty. Just learn to balance them.”

Izbel swallowed. “What would happen if I didn’t marry Willat?”

“If you found another young man to bring into the family? That Jashel Birona seems a good prospect.”

“I meant...” She ducked her head, unable to meet her father’s eyes. “I meant, what if I refused to marry? Willat isn’t the heir. I’m the heir. Just because he’s the next in line to take it after me—that doesn’t mean I must marry right now, does it?”

There was a heavy silence in the room. Izbel wasn’t sure if her father was still breathing. She rushed on.

“I could wait a year or two. Perhaps Lorian would amenable to marriage after he’s grieved. And if not, I could designate Willat’s eldest child as my heir.” She swallowed. “I cannot marry him, Father. I cannot.”

The silence stretched, but her father did start breathing again. She finally ventured to look up at him. His expression was sad. “I do not wish to force Willat on you, Izi. I see him for what he is. But the council is never pleased when there is no blood heir. It sets a precedent no one likes.” He ran a hand through his hair. “And you have seen the figures. All our fortune is tied up in keeping Silverhills alive. What will you do for income, if you don’t marry someone with money?”

“I don’t know. But anything would be better than Willat.”

Her father’s smile was grim. “Then you had best ensure things work out with Jashel Birona.”

––––––––

Chapter Three

The next day was a fine one, for midwinter. Feeling suffocated with all the good manners and politicking, Izbel bundled into her warmest cloak and went to the palace gardens. Guira, only grumbling slightly at the cold, trailed along behind her.

Izbel had expected to find the gardens full of people, since the sun was bright overhead, but she only saw two other people, walking together at a distance that prevented her from recognizing them. Even better, she thought. She needed to clear her thoughts.

She sucked in a breath so cold it stung her nostrils and made the back of her throat ache. "Isn't it glorious? I wish it would snow. That's what I regret most, being away from home."

"It's unlikely this far south, Seven be praised," Guira sniffed. "You are so peculiar about the snow. I had just as soon warm my feet by the fire when it's this frigid out."

"Oh, bosh. You aren't still angry about the snow fight last year, are you? That was one of the best days..." She smiled out across the empty flower beds.

Her sister had still been well enough to get out of bed when the first snow came last winter. Zara had demanded they bundle up and go outside, and though everyone insisted it would be unhealthy, she wouldn't be denied.

They had all known, by then, that it was just a matter of time. What harm could it do to humor her? So they did as she commanded, Mother, Father, Lorian, Izbel. Even Granna Bet and Guira, along with some of the younger cousins who were fostering at the estate. Under Lorian's direction, the cousins had built a dragon of snow, curled around a treasure of piled stones. Then they'd broken out into an all-out war, snowballs flying in every direction.

Izbel closed her eyes. She could still see Zara, her cheeks flushed from cold, snow stuck to her eyelashes, as she fell over, laughing, into a snowdrift. Izbel had fallen down next to her, laughing, and they had made snow pixies. When the cold finally drove them all indoors, they'd drunk hot toddies and toasted nuts by the fire.

"It was a lovely day," Guira murmured. "My lady Zara was so happy."

When Izbel looked over, her maid had a faraway look in her eyes. Guira had been a chambermaid-in-training when Zara was born, and their mother had chosen Guira to help the nurse. By the time Zara and Izbel needed a ladies' maid, Guira was the natural choice.

Impulsively, Izbel hugged her. "I forget sometimes that you loved her as much as I did," she said. "And with as much right. Guira, I'm sorry if I have ignored your grief."

Guira hugged her back briefly, then pulled away and smoothed her skirts. Guira was so much more aware of propriety. "Of course you haven't, my lady," she said. "What would I have done without you, this past year?"

If Izbel's smile was a bit watery, Guira's was too. Izbel pulled her cloak up around her cheeks so she could surreptitiously dab at her eyes as they resumed their walk.

The other people in the garden seemed to have disappeared. Izbel wasn't sure what to think about these strange court nobles, who were so fond of their parlors and ball rooms they couldn't bestir themselves from their fires when the sun shone. You ought to take advantage of any good day the winter offered, she thought. If she had any shopping to do, she might have called for Lalasa, but she had ordered new sketching materials already, and she had no other needs. Besides, her father's comments yesterday had reminded her that she should be budgeting her resources better. The new gowns had been necessary, if she were to catch a husband, but she shouldn't indulge in fripperies. Not if she wanted to make a go of her horses.

"Izbel." The voice breaking into her thoughts was masculine and husky. Behind her, Guira squeaked and dropped into a curtsy so deep her knee brushed the snow.

Izbel looked up into the face of Prince Marsede. His golden eyes were warmer than the sun, she thought in confusion. Then she realized she should do him courtesy. She dropped into a deep curtsy, dragging her gaze from his face. She had somehow forgotten just how handsome he was.

Marsede's warm hands gripped hers, drawing her up. "Your hands are like ice," he said, folding one of them between his. "I couldn't believe there was anyone else out here."

"I’m from the north, remember? I like the cold. I just wish it would snow.” She tilted her head. “Was that you I saw earlier? Who were you with?" Izbel blushed as soon as she said it. That wasn't her business.

"The Amethirian ambassador," Marsede said, and her stomach swooped. He looked preoccupied, even unhappy. She wanted to ease his cares as he had done for her at the ball.

"What is it, Marsede?" she asked, stepping closer to him. "You look melancholy."

He turned, tucking her hand into his elbow. They walked in silence for a while before he answered her. "I am, a bit. But it's no matter. It'll all be sorted out soon." He smiled down at her, but the melancholy lurked in the corners of his mouth. "The Amethirian ambassador has had a letter from his trade ministry. They are amenable to a deepened trade relationship, and eager for our horses." His lips tightened. "I am not keen on some of their terms, so negotiations are still open. But I believe we are making progress."

"That's wonderful," she said, smiling up at him.

"It is." But his tone was grim. "It should be."

Izbel watched his face, not understanding. He looked as if he were torn between two impossible things, and didn't know which way to turn. She wished she could help him somehow. A glance over her shoulder told her Guira had retreated out of earshot. When she looked back up at Marsede, he was gazing fiercely into her face.

"Do you not understand, Izbel?" he demanded. "Do you not feel it as I feel it? I cannot stop thinking about you! Every time I visit the horsemaster  I am jealous of the time she spends with you. I tell the Amethirian ambassador we wish stronger ties, but whenever he presses for a marriage alliance, I can see no other face but yours."

Her mouth dropped open. His face was anguished, not at all the expression of a man who sounded like he was professing his love. Is that what it is? she thought then. It sounded like love. But that wasn't what she had expected from a man with a reputation as a flirt, let alone a man who...

Oh.

She wet her lips. "But you..." she whispered, and her voice faltered. She swallowed and tried again. "But you could never be serious about me." Her heart was leaping inside her chest like a frightened hare. "You—we all know you are meant to—"

"Marry Amethir, yes, I know," he broke in bitterly. "You see my trouble."

Izbel couldn't catch her breath. The prince loved her. Couldn't stop thinking about her. A shock of warmth flashed through her as she finally understood what he was saying. But it was making him miserable. How could love do that? Wasn't love supposed to be a blessing?

"I think of you, too," she admitted in a low voice. She looked up at his face in time to see his eyes flare with hope—and then dim with misery. "I look for you when I go to the stables." She wet her lips again. "But I am meant to marry—"

"Someone who will join your family, yes." He shoved an impatient hand through his hair and turned away from her. "And I hate him, whoever he is. Jashel Birona, I suppose? His brother's against it, but Jashel's taken with you, and he's stubborn, and I hate him." His voice shook.

Izbel stared at him. His fists were clenched, his shoulders moving as he took harsh breaths. There was so much passion and energy in him. How could she be the one who had inspired that?

"I thought dancing with you was harmless," she said faintly. "Because you are such a flirt. I thought you only asked me to make me feel better."

Marsede barked a laugh. "How I admire your plain speech," he said, turning back to her. There was no mirth in his expression, but he stared down at her as if drinking in her face. "I did only ask to make you feel better. I could see the sorrow lurking in your eyes, and I wanted to lighten it. I wanted to be the one to make you smile." He stepped closer. "And you were so honest with me, so artless." He snorted. "So utterly unaffected by me."

"Is that what you thought?" she breathed. She had definitely not been unaffected. She had just tried to ignore it. "I spilled my punch on you."

This time his laughter was more genuine. "And if you can believe it, I think that's what made me start falling for you." He ducked his head to hold her gaze as she blushed. "No, be honest, you almost blotted at the spill with your dress, didn't you? You're nothing like these ridiculous, fawning, insipid court ladies I've known all my life. You're so—so yourself. It's..." He shook his head. "Ah, by the Seven, I want to spend forever learning you."

She swallowed through a growing tightness in her throat. How could she make him stop saying such things? She didn't want to. But he was destined for a treaty. Shouldn't she love her kingdom more than herself? Shouldn't she put the good of her kingdom ahead of her own desires? But she wanted to put her arms around him and damn the consequences.

Instead she squared her shoulders and clasped her hands in front of her. "But you are going to marry the Amethirian princess. And I am...I am going to have to continue looking for someone who will come to Silverhills with me." She faltered and couldn't go on.

"I cannot go to Silverhills." Marsede tilted his head back to stare blankly at the horribly blue, cloudless sky. Izbel hated that sky. How could the day be so beautiful, so cheerful, when she was being offered every chance at happiness, but had to refuse it?

"What use is it to be prince if you can't do what pleases you?" he muttered.

Izbel clenched her fingers so tightly they ached. "What use is it to be prince if you only do what pleases you?" she whispered.

A silence fell between them. She could hear his ragged breathing. She felt ragged herself. She wanted to throw herself at him and ask if he would swear to throw it all away for her. She knew she would hate him if he said he would. She wished she had never come to Tamnen City. She should have just spoken to Lorian about rewriting his marriage contract to her instead of Zara. Then she would never have met Marsede, would never have known what she might be missing.

Never have met Marsede?

She shuddered. "It's so cold," she whispered.

Marsede groaned and pulled her into his arms. He caught her by surprise, but she tucked her arms against his chest and pressed her forehead against his neck. He didn't speak, just held her so tightly she felt she could melt into him. She heard the erratic beat of his heart under her ear. She squeezed her eyes shut, losing herself in that sound.

If someone found them here, it might spell disaster—or she might be written off as the prince's latest flirtation, with no other harm done. It might also frighten off any other suitor who might consider her. But Izbel couldn't bring herself to care.

She freed one arm to worm it around his waist, pulling him closer. Maybe it was a mistake to let him know she felt the same, but it would be too cruel to send him away without knowing. Whether cruel to him, or cruel to herself, she wasn't sure.

"Izbel." His lips were by her ear. His breath sent a shiver through her. "Izbel, may I kiss you? Just once?"

"We mustn't," she whispered. "It will make it worse."

"Just once," he repeated.

"We shouldn't." Her will was weakening along with her knees.

"Please."

She lifted her face to Marsede's. His lips brushed hers, ever so softly at first, the sweet touch sparking a thrill that ran down her spine. She gasped and pressed into the kiss, and Marsede's lips parted slightly against hers. She heard herself whimper, her free hand raising to cup his jaw. Then he lifted his head, breaking the kiss.

She didn't realize she was crying until he traced his thumb under one eye. Gulping against a sudden sob, Izbel stepped back, staring at him. Marsede's eyes glistened.

"You were right," he rasped. "It did make it worse."

Without another word, he turned and left. Walking at first, but his strides lengthened until, by the time he left the garden, he was almost running.

Izbel pressed her fingers to her lips and watched him go.

Chapter Four

Thank the Seven Guira had no words of chiding for her as they walked back to her apartments. Or even words of sympathy. Izbel felt as if she were made of the finest porcelain, cold and brittle, and she feared any acknowledgment of what had just happened would shatter her. She pasted a false smile on her face in case they encountered anyone, and then concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other.

As they turned the corner in the passage to their apartments, Guira made a soft noise in her throat. That was all the warning Izbel, who had been staring at her feet, was given.

“There you are.” Willat’s nasally tone grated on her ears. It took all her willpower not to scream with frustration.

“Good afternoon, cousin,” she said, her tone flat. “I do not believe we had an engagement.”

“No, no, but I wished to call and share with you some of my ideas for the management of Silverhills.” He rocked on his feet, smirking at her.

“I beg your pardon. I do not recall that you are involved in the management of Silverhills,” Izbel said through gritted teeth. The dull misery that had wrapped her pulsed through suddenly with anger. She moved to walk past him into her apartments.

“It is true that I am not yet involved in it,” Willat said. “But I have spoken with your father, and he received my ideas with a great deal of equanimity. He was adamant that you were a part of all management decisions, and of course it will be good for you to know what your husband needs to do.”

“My husband?” She didn’t bother to keep the outrage from her voice. “I assure you, Willat, that whatever is done in regards to the management of Silverhills, it shall be I who oversees it. Not my husband. I will not allow some man who marries into the family take over when I have worked so hard myself.”

Willat gave her a condescending smile. “Oh, but you’ll be so busy with the children that I’m certain you’ll lose interest in such boring matters as business. Come, let us go inside and discuss matters."

She widened her eyes in astonishment. “Let us not.” Her voice was cold. “You have called upon me without an invitation, forced your opinions on me, insulted me, and—most egregiously—you have assumed you are welcome.” She straightened. Here, at last, was a target upon whom she could justifiably vent her anger. “You are not welcome here, Willat.”

She turned her back on him and nearly ran into Guira, who was backed up against the door, her face expressionless. Izbel gestured for Guira to open the door, but before Guira could do so, Willat’s hand shot out and gripped Izbel’s elbow.

“You are unwise to reject my assistance, cousin,” he hissed. His fingers were so tight Izbel could feel them leaving bruises. “Your father may be the nominal head of the Fifth Family for now, but we see what his stock has produced—a woman who bore no heirs and a willful child who styles herself a house head! The family will not stand for this. What Silverhills requires is a firm hand and aggressive cultivation. There will be none of this ridiculous horse-breeding nonsense when I am lord!”

Izbel jerked her arm out of his grasp, wheeling to glare at him. “Over my dead body!” she hissed back.

He chuckled. “Oh, that won’t be necessary, you melodramatic child. I’m afraid his majesty the king is preoccupied with his son’s treaty marriage, which means that he is inclined to pass any petition that comes before him. And I have a petition drawn up that confers the Fifth Family headship to me, after your father’s blatant failure.”

They had been so involved in their argument that neither of them had heard the footsteps approaching, so when an accented female voice broke in, they both twitched.

“Oh, I beg pardon,” Timara said. She managed to sound as if she were bored rather than begging for anything, but Izbel could have kissed her. “I did not mean to interrupt, but I could not help overhearing some of the...how is it you call it here? Not argument.” She put a finger on her lower lip and pouted prettily. “Discussion, no?”

Izbel held in a snort. Timara spoke with an accent, yes—one that she was currently laying on thickly—but she had a complete command of their language. She was mocking Willat, even if he was too stupid to notice.

Or, came the uncomfortable thought, perhaps she was mocking both of them.

Izbel cleared her throat. “Good afternoon, Lady Timara. You are not interrupting at all. You and I had a prior engagement, and Willat was just leaving.” She smiled broadly at Timara and held out a hand in welcome.

Timara slipped her hand into Izbel’s. “Good afternoon, then, sir,” she said, smiling blandly at Willat.

He had straightened, his face bright red but his expression composed again. “Good afternoon, madam. Cousin.” He made a very shallow bow, pivoted on his heel, and stalked away.

Izbel couldn’t allow herself to slump against Timara. She didn’t know or trust her well enough for that. But she did blurt, “Thank the Seven you arrived when you did. My cousin is tiresome on the best of days, and today was not the best of days. I fear I have a slight headache coming on.”

“Oh, I should leave you, then,” Timara said, and made as if to withdraw.

“Not at all. Guira will give me her special headache tea and we will finish your portrait.” Izbel smiled and drew Timara into the apartment. “It is not a very bad headache, and sketching always soothes me.”

Guira helped Izbel out of her heavy outdoor clothing, then hurried off with a promise to have the headache tea and other refreshments as soon as possible.

“That man is your cousin, you said.” Timara’s tone was diffident as she settled into a chair. She was wearing a medium shade of blue today, rather than the brilliant red dress. Izbel couldn’t help admiring the other woman’s confidence. She was certain of her beauty and knew how best to show it off to advantage.

“A second cousin,” Izbel said. “His grandfather was my father’s father’s brother.” She made a face. “But I fear that, since none of my father’s siblings survived to bear children, he is currently my heir.”

Timara arched a graceful eyebrow. “If you will pardon the observation, he seems an impatient sort of heir.”

“He is. I will confide in you, Lady Timara. I am here to arrange a marriage with any gentleman who is not my cousin Willat.”

Timara’s laugh was crystalline and unfettered. “The better for you, then. You are a young woman of singular judgement.”

“I hardly think there exist many women who would be taken in by him.” Izbel found herself pleased at Timara’s praise. She had not imagined they would become friends, especially since the Long Coast woman was her rival for the prince’s affections—even if only Izbel knew it.

“Perhaps not taken in,” Timara allowed, “but I suspect there are quite a few who would be willing to endure his tedious companionship if it meant rising to power in the Fifth Family of Tamnen.”

Izbel frowned. "I don't believe he will be able to oust me, no matter what he says. The council doesn't like change. As long as there's a hope I will marry and produce heirs, they'll block Willat's attempt to take over."

Guira arrived and poured for them. Izbel's headache tea was pungent, but had a surprisingly mellow taste. Timara, presumably, was given normal tea. Izbel eyed the selection of refreshments and realized she had no desire to eat.

She had no desire to do anything, if she were honest with herself. She wanted to go to sleep and hope she would wake up in the morning with none of this having happened. If only that were how life worked.

"Let's see," she said, slipping her sketch out from the stack of papers on her desk. "I will need you to turn slightly to the right, and shift your shoulders a little." She studied Timara. "Yes, that's good. Stay like that for a bit so I can finish the shading, and then you can move again."

Timara sipped her tea and returned to her pose. "I enjoy watching the concentration on your face when you are sketching," she said. "You have a tiny crease between your brows. It is charming. Perhaps you should sketch for your suitors, no?"

"Jashel Birona can't sit still long enough for that," Izbel said, and Timara laughed. "Do you have suitors back home? Or are you looking for a Tamnese husband?"

"A husband? I?" Timara laughed aloud. "Oh, no, not I." Her lips curved, but it wasn't the cultivated smile that Izbel was used to seeing on her face. It was a grin, full of delight. "I shall confide in you, since you have confided in me. I care not for men, Lady Izbel. If I were seeking anyone, I would be seeking a Tamnese wife to return to the Long Coast with me."

"Oh." Izbel's face went blank with shock. There were women who liked other women? In that fashion? She'd never heard of such a thing, but obviously it was true, since Timara said so. "I...Well." She looked up at Timara's face. "And here the court is gossiping that you are trying to snare our prince."

Timara laughed again. "I trust you to keep my secret. The prince is safe from me."

Izbel laughed with her. "You will not find your trust misplaced." She shaded in the hair alongside Timara's face, then asked, "Are you here for a Tamnese wife to go home with you?"

"I do not think so," Timara said, her voice soft. "I confess, I am here to learn about your kingdom and its ways. Specifically, I am to learn whether Tamnen has intentions of expanding."

Izbel blanked again. "You're a spy!"

Timara clicked her tongue. "Such a severe word. I am a curious person, that is all."

Izbel narrowed her eyes, and Timara chuckled.

"All right, I am a spy. But I am not here to harm your kingdom. I have no desire to carry away your state secrets. No one in my country cares that the prince is in love with a young noblewoman of his own people, rather than the Amethirian princess he is supposed to marry."

Izbel's mouth went dry. She wanted to demand how Timara knew. Had she seen them in the garden somehow? Had someone told her? Did that mean other people knew? But if Izbel asked, Timara would take that as confirmation, and no matter how much Izbel liked her, she didn't think leaving that knowledge in a spy's hands was a good idea.

"I apologize," Timara said after a moment. "That was unkind." She sipped her tea. "I see that the young noblewoman loves him in return."

"Please," Izbel said. She lifted her hand away from the paper so she wouldn't blot the sketch.

Timara leaned forward and touched her wrist. "I should not have teased you," she said. "Truly, no one in my country would care. All I am here to ascertain is that Tamnen has no intention of crossing the mountains with an army."

Izbel straightened in her chair. "Why would we do that? We have enough trouble with Strid to our south. And what army in their right mind would wish to march through the mountains?"

Timara settled back with a tiny shrug. "Ask the natives on the west coast of the Amethirian Empire. They did not start out as part of an empire, and they thought themselves protected by their mountains. Yet now they speak Amethirian, and have for three generations."

Izbel set her pen aside and took a long drink of her tea. "You...are unlike any noblewoman I have ever met."

"Save yourself, perhaps," Timara remarked. "You have a keen eye and good instincts. I suspect if you turned your mind to politics, you would do well."

"All I am interested in is breeding horses. And keeping my family together," Izbel amended.

Timara smirked at her. "And I am only here to have a sketch made."

* * *

The next morning, Izbel was sorely tempted to stay in bed and feign illness. She lingered under the warm down duvet, tucked her nose into her pillow, and squeezed her eyes shut against a sudden stinging.

To think she had been looking forward to the Longnight ball tonight. She had imagined dancing with the prince, relishing the feel of his hands on hers, his attention reserved for her alone. She swallowed a sob. Now all she wanted was for him to avoid her entirely.

Jashel Birona was supposed to call this morning. Perhaps she could get him to reserve several dances with her. She had tried to encourage him, despite his brother, but she had to admit now that she had been half-hearted at best. She'd been too dazzled by the thought of Marsede...

"It cannot be," she whispered, and curled into a tight ball. She could plead a headache, perhaps a cold...

But no. She would not be a coward.

She sat up, thrusting the covers back in one brutal gesture. Shivering, she darted across the room to grab her dressing gown. "Guira!" she called. Why had her fire been neglected? The sun was angling in the window, so she knew it must be at least the ninth hour. "Guira!"

Why was Guira taking so long?

Annoyed, Izbel started towards the door that led to the parlor, but before she reached it, it opened. Guira hurried in. Her hair was tied back in a sloppy bun, tendrils escaping around her angular face. Her cheeks were flushed.

"I beg your pardon, Lady Izbel. Sira has disappeared."

"Disappeared? Why would a chambermaid disappear?" Izbel rubbed at her forehead and wished momentarily that she had feigned a headache.

"I'm sure I don't know, my lady, but I will have your fire built up in mere moments. I have borrowed one of the palace chambermaids to bring us breakfast and arrange for a bath." Guira knelt at the fireplace, her long hands as capable at laying a fire as they were at braiding Izbel's hair.

"I wonder if anyone has seen her. I pray no ill has befallen her. Have you asked Mother and Father? Perhaps they borrowed her."

"No, I went to their apartments first. They said they would question the other servants. I am so sorry for the delay."

"I'm not angry with you, Guira. It is just odd." Izbel shrugged. "Very well, what time is it?"

"Half past nine, Lady Izbel. Lord Jashel Birona is calling at ten. I meant to have you nearly ready by now. It doesn't hurt to keep a man waiting, of course, but I know how you are."

"I had rather not do anything to importune him today, Guira." Izbel licked her lips and looked away from her maid. "I hope to give him several dances this evening. I must win him tonight, I believe, or he will give in to his brother."

The noises at the fireplace stopped. She could feel Guira's gaze on her, but she refused to turn.

"Is my lady certain that is as she wishes?"

Izbel drew in a long breath through her nose. "What we wish and what we must do are often miles apart. Best I grow used to it. Horses are tamed to the bit, after all, despite their beauty as they run free."

Guira said nothing, just went back to laying the fire as if there had been no interruption. Forty-five minutes later, when Izbel was receiving Jashel in her parlor, she could almost forget they had had that discussion.

Chapter Five

"Four dances with Jashel Birona?" her mother said, smiling. "You've done better than I had imagined, Izi! I'm so proud of you."

Izbel accepted her mother's hug, peering over her shoulder. "Did Father not come with you?"

"He said he had a bit of business to finish up, and then he would be along. I'll wait and attend the ball with him, but you mustn't be late." Her mother patted her cheek. "I should hate for you to miss any of your dances with young Jashel. My dear girl!"

Izbel forced a smile as her mother left. She glanced at Guira. "Is all ready?"

"You look beautiful." Guira glossed a hand over Izbel's hair, tucking a stray lock back into place. "Blue suits you well, my lady."

"I am glad someone advised the midnight blue velvet." Izbel smiled at her. "You must take the rest of the evening for yourself, Guira. I am certain Mother will help me undress after the ball, and you have earned a rest."

Guira kissed her cheek. “All shall be well, my lady." Izbel squeezed her hand and left for the ball.

Longnight was the official turning point of the year, when the days began lengthening and one could begin believing spring might come again. At Silverhills, the family kept a bonfire burning all night long, with feasting and country dances in the great hall for all their tenants. The Longnight ball in Tamnen City was much different. Izbel found she missed the cozy togetherness of Silverhills.

As soon as she was announced, Jashel found her and claimed his first dance. Making small talk with him and trying not to step on his feet, Izbel was almost too relieved to wonder where Cousin Willat was. She was unable to smile at Jashel, but she managed to keep her attention on him, rather than wandering across the ballroom looking for Marsede. It would be easier if she didn't even see the prince, she told herself. She almost even believed herself.

When the dance ended, she squeezed Jashel's hand. It was not entirely proper for her to issue the invitation, since the second song was a masculine lead, but she said, "Lord Jashel, will you dance another?" and hoped he would read her breech of etiquette as fervor, or at least encouragement.

Jashel Birona was a bulky young man, but at least he didn't have his brother's beady, rodent-like eyes. He had a broad forehead combined with a hooked nose, but when he smiled, as he did now, his good nature overrode any plainness.

"Lady Izbel, you honor me," he breathed, and led her into the starting position for the next dance. Then he looked at someone behind her, his smile wiping from his face.

"There you are," said her father's voice. "Izi, we need to speak."

Frowning, Izbel turned. Willat stood next to her father, a smirk on his face. Her father...her father's expression was grimmer than she had ever seen it. The lines beside his mouth were so deep he looked carved from stone.

Jashel squeezed Izbel's hand and murmured an apology. Before she knew it, he had slipped away.

"What is this?" she demanded.

The ball's master of ceremonies answered her question for her. His ceremonial staff crashed against the marble floor, echoing through the ballroom. The musicians fell silent. Everyone turned in expectation to stare at him.

Oh, dear Seven, was he about to announce the prince's betrothal? Izbel's knees threatened to give. She locked them. She would not appear weak. She would not give anything away.

"His Majesty King Cosha and the Council of Families are pleased to announce the following Longnight betrothals," the herald cried. Izbel's heart somersaulted in her chest and fell into a rapid rhythm. "Lord Timan Burojan of the First Family to Third Daughter Rashel Daix of the Ninth Family." Murmurs broke out at the difference in ranks, but everyone applauded politely. "Lady Sefine Tel of the Fourth Family to Second Son Hili Belnat of the Sixth Family." More applause, somewhat heartier. "And Lady Izbel Cantara of the Fifth Family to Second Cousin Willat Cantara, also of the Fifth Family."

"No!"

Izbel was so dumbfounded by the announcement that she didn't realize at first that she wasn't the one who had protested aloud. Hands and lips tingling with shock, she turned wide eyes to the dais, where Marsede had leapt to his feet. Her chest heaved as she struggled for breath.

What—How—She couldn't even form a complete thought. She looked at her father, who wouldn't meet her faze. She saw a muscle jumping in his jaw. Was that anger or grief? Or both? How could he have done this to her?

"I do not agree," she whispered. She was sure no one could hear her over the loud discussion that had broken across the ballroom upon the prince's outburst. She licked her numb lips and tried again. "I do not agree."

Willat stepped close, twining his fingers with hers so tightly it hurt. He darted a look at the prince and then turned back to her. His voice was venomous as he leaned in. "You will agree, cousin, or the entire court will know you have been fraternizing with an enemy spy."

Her knees buckled. She stumbled and caught herself. She would not appear weak. "Damn you," she said, glaring at him so hard she almost believed she could set him afire with her gaze. Then she turned and pasted on a huge smile for the gossiping crowd.

At her expression, some of the tension in the room eased. Somewhere, someone began clapping, and slowly others picked it up, until a small wave of applause had rolled through the room. Izbel still couldn't catch her breath, but she did not stumble again.

"And now, a celebratory dance for the betrothed couples!" King Cosha called. He was standing next to Marsede, one hand on his son's shoulder. Marsede looked as if someone had stabbed him through the heart.

Izbel felt like she had been the one to do it.

I had no idea, she wanted to scream at him. My father did this to me! I swear this is not what I want!

Then Willat jerked her close to him and dragged her into the dance.

"How dare you," she hissed at him. His face was very close to hers, and she hated the satisfied light in his eyes. "How dare you threaten me. How dare you—"

"How dare you consort with an enemy spy?" he retorted. "An unnatural woman who came here to ferret out our secrets for her hedonist alliance cities? You are a traitor, and you are fortunate I have agreed to take you on as my bride instead of turning you in to the king as I should."

"I don't know what you—"

"Do you not?" He twisted his lips in a smirk. "Sira heard everything, Cousin Izbel, and fortunately for me, Sira is fond of baubles and trinkets. She was more than happy to report everything that disgusting woman said to you."

Izbel lifted her chin, clenching her jaw. "Then you also know that I will never love you as I love Marsede," she hissed.

Willat laughed aloud. "What care I for love? You will obey me, Izbel, and that is all I desire." He crushed his lips to hers with bruising force, and though it was barely proper for them to kiss in public like this as a betrothed couple, Izbel was too busy choking on her sudden terror to fight him.

When at last the dance was over, she jerked her hands from Willat's. "You do not own me yet," she said. Before he could reply, she fled.

Her parents were standing together near one of the decorative ice sculptures that had been brought in for the ball. Her mother looked stricken. Her father wore an expression of muted fury as he stepped in front of her.

"How could you—" she began, but he cut her off.

"You will not speak to me in such a tone." His voice was cold. "I have had the whole story from Willat. How you have entertained that Long Coast woman in your apartments, speaking to her of our kingdom, giving her information. You are lucky I don't disown you." He shook his head, nostrils flaring. "I know your horse breeding program is important to you, but this is not the way to go about paying for it, Izbel. I am sorely disappointed in you."

"That isn't—" she began, but he held up a hand.

"Not another word. We will speak of this when I am calmer." And he strode off. Their conversation had been quiet enough that no one could overhear, but Izbel saw heads turn, watching him go. People had clearly gathered that her betrothal was not her choice.

"How can he believe I would do such a thing?" she demanded of her mother.

"Dearest, Sira told us everything. Willat brought her as witness." Her mother covered her mouth. "Did that woman—Sira said the woman is unnatural. Did she touch you? Did she—"

"She was all that is proper!" Izbel whispered furiously. "Timara is courteous and kind, and there is nothing improper with our friendship. She never made advances on me, and if she had, I am certain she would have done it as any man might also do, through courteous speech and gestures. How dare you judge her simply because she does not feel for men as other women do?"

Her mother's mouth twisted. "I am glad she did not hurt you," she said. "You should have informed us at once. Perhaps we could have staved off this...unfortunate turn of events."

"Unfortunate? Father has sold me!" Izbel's voice rose and she caught herself quickly. "And you—you let him!"

She turned with a swirl of her heavy skirts and ran from the ballroom, not bothering to look at anyone else. She didn't care how it appeared. She would no longer pretend to be pleased by any of this. Her mind was whirling with desperate ideas of how she could fix this. The plan that slowly coalesced would not please her parents, but it might at least afford her a measure of happiness within her duty.

She didn't look around her as she raced back to her apartments. Her high-heeled shoes rang on the stone floors, echoing through the nearly empty passages. She didn't even know where Timara's rooms were, she realized. And Guira would have to come with her, since apparently Timara's preference for women was known—at least to some. There would have to be the same proprieties observed as if Timara were a man, she thought confusedly. But it was so stupid, all of it!

She threw the door to her apartment open with so much force that it crashed against the wall. Guira, who was sitting by the fire, looked up from her book. At the expression on Izbel's face, she jumped to her feet.

"My lady?"

"My father has betrothed me to Willat! Sira was missing because she informed on us—she told Willat everything about Timara and her reason for being here and how she doesn't want a husband but a wife and—"

Guira's hands settled on her shoulders, cutting off the stream of words. "You father betrothed you to Willat?"

"Willat threatened to expose everything. He called me a traitor!"

Rare fury spread across Guira's face. "I will see Willat suffer for that," she muttered. "Well. You'll need to see Lady Timara, obviously. Let me get a wrap for us both, and I will take you to her."

"And Marsede—" Izbel gulped against a sudden throat.

"What about Marsede?" Guira's voice softened.

"He made a fool of himself." Izbel felt her expression melt into a smile, impossible as it was. "He shouted a protest from the dais when they announced it. By the Seven, he's too impetuous by half."

"You could use a bit of impetuosity, if you ask me," Guira said. "Good for Marsede. I like him better even than I already did." She left the room and returned a moment later with a half-cloak around her shoulders and one in her hands.

"Come," she said, wrapping the half-cloak around Izbel's shoulders. "Let's go fix this."

Chapter Six

Timara answered the door as soon as Izbel knocked.

"I was about to come to you," she said. "I saw you flee the ballroom and knew something must be wrong." She exchanged a glance with Guira and drew Izbel inside. "What is it, inama?"

"Besides the fact that my father is forcing me to marry Willat because he's blackmailing us?" Izbel's voice caught on a sob and she had to squeeze her stinging eyes closed to keep from dissolving into tears.

Timara pulled her into a hug, which Izbel returned for a moment before pulling back.

"No, wait, I—we can't," Izbel said. She saw the hurt growing in Timara's eyes and held out a hand. "No, not because I mind. But—Timara, they know."

Timara's hurt morphed into a bewildered anger. "You said you would keep my secret!"

Izbel shook her head. "I didn't tell anyone, I swear. But you did. You told me. And we didn't know it, but Sira, my maid—she was in Willat's pay all along. She heard everything we said, and she went to Willat last night and told him everything."

"Aya wi-no—" Timara went off into a spate of her own language as she turned away. From her tone, Izbel thought it was a good thing she didn't understand. Whatever Timara was saying didn't sound polite.

Izbel and Guira looked at each other, then back at Timara. When she finished, she turned back to them.

"So. How do we fix this?"

"I have an idea about that," Izbel said. "I don't know if it will work, and I know I've no right to ask you to trust me, after it was my faithless maid who got us into this, but—"

"Tell me, and I will decide." Timara tilted her head toward the chairs. When Izbel was seated, Timara waved Guira into a seat as well. "I will be having Rockcliff Whiskey while you tell me your plan. Would you like some as well?"

Izbel blinked. "I've never had whiskey, but I believe I want some tonight."

"And your maid?"

"Guira," Izbel said. Guira shook her head.

"Your loss. We deserve two fingers." Timara poured two glasses with a small amount of whiskey each and held one out to Izbel before sitting across from her. "Now. Tell me."

By the time Izbel had sketched out her plan, Timara had downed her whiskey and poured a second, shaking her head. She downed a third before finally agreeing to it.

"This is mad," she said as she wrapped a half-cloak around her shoulders. "We'll be lucky if we're not both thrown in a dungeon to rot."

"Don't be ridiculous," Izbel said. "They can't throw you in a dungeon or it would start an international incident."

"That isn't how it works," Timara said, her voice too casual. "If I am caught, my superiors disavow any knowledge of me and I am on my own."

Izbel swallowed. "He cares enough for me to make that scene tonight. I have to think he will believe me."

Timara brightened. "That is true. The prince's feelings for you cannot be a secret any longer." She gave Izbel a falsely bright smile. "The king may throw you in a dungeon just for ruining his treaty with Amethir."

"I'm not going to ruin it," Izbel said grimly.

That brought Timara up short. "Oh. You poor child," she said after a moment. "You must really love him."

Izbel did not bother responding to that.

* * *

Izbel curled her fingers into her skirts to keep from fidgeting. She and Timara were waiting by the servants' entrance nearest the dais. Guira had slipped into the ball carrying a pilfered bottle of sparkling wine. She would find the prince and tell him Izbel wished to see him.

Izbel had to pray that would be enough.

Timara's hand brushed her elbow. Izbel looked questioningly over at her friend.

"He will come." Timara's smile was soft. "I have seen how he looks at you, inama. He will always come."

"You called me that earlier," Izbel said to distract herself. "What does that mean? Your language is so pretty."

Timara's smile twisted slightly. "It translates perhaps to 'my dear friend' or 'dear one'," she said. "I hope I have not been too familiar."

Izbel reached out and squeezed her hand briefly. "Of course not. After all we've been through together."

"After my friendship may have cost you the man you love," Timara countered.

Izbel swallowed. "He was never mine to have. And if I cannot have his love, at least I may have your friendship. That is not such a bad prize, after all." She could feel that her smile was tremulous, but Timara seemed to take it as it was intended. She squeezed Izbel's hand in return and then dropped it as footsteps approached.

It was Guira, bereft of wine bottle.

"He is coming," she said breathlessly. "Not right away. He can't attract any more attention. But he said he'll meet you in the gardens in fifteen minutes."

The garden was cold and dark. Guira acquired a lantern—from where, Izbel didn't know—and they used it, half-shuttered, to light their way. They found a sheltered spot from which they could see the door the prince would most likely use.

By the time Marsede appeared, Izbel's entire body was shaking. She would prefer to think it was from the cold, but she knew it was probably from nerves. Please let him believe her. Oh, he must believe her!

She left her shelter and went to meet him, hands outstretched. Thank the Seven, he took her hands in his own and drew her close.

"Tell me you didn't agree to that," he demanded.

"I didn't. I wouldn’t." She looked up at him. Only their hands were touching, but she was aware of him with her whole body. "My father forced my hand because Willat forced his."

"Then damn your father for a coward and Willat for a villain," Marsede growled.

"No—not a coward." Izbel peered up at him through the darkness. "Marsede, do you trust me?"

He paused, studying her face. "Yes," he said softly.

She nodded. "My father forced my hand because he loves this kingdom, and he believed me to be a traitor—a dupe of a foreign spy. I swear to you, the person of whom I speak means no ill to Tamnen. I swear to you that I love Tamnen, and I would never do anything to hurt her. You must believe that."

His hands had tightened around hers, his face hardening. "I believe you," he said, his voice grim. "But you must tell me who this spy is."

"I will not," she said, and as he opened his mouth to protest, she shook her head. "She will tell you herself."

She drew him back to where Timara and Guira waited. Guira unshuttered the lamp so Marsede could see them as he and Izbel approached. Timara's face was very white, her nose very red. Izbel thought her eyes so wide a person might fall into them. She hated that her friend was so frightened because of her.

"Lady Timara." Marsede's voice was even and emotionless. Izbel had never heard him sound like that.

"Prince Marsede." Timara dropped into a deep curtsy, but Marsede pulled one hand from Izbel's to stop her.

"I think we are beyond that, are we not?" He gave her a humorless smile. "Speak."

Timara began, explaining her reasons for coming to Tamnen, along with her assurances that she meant no harm and sought only information regarding Tamnen's feelings about her own country. Izbel interrupted to explain when she had learned the truth, and why she had said nothing to Marsede. From that point, their words tumbled over one another's as the entire story spilled out.

Marsede's expression never changed. He was impassive, withholding judgment, listening completely. Even as she tried to make him understand, she found herself falling even more in love with him. This man would make a good king. She was proud that he considered her worthy of his affection.

At last, it was all out. Marsede took several deep breaths. He tugged away from Izbel, and only then did she realize he had been holding her hands in his the entire time. She felt the loss keenly when he moved away from them.

Timara and Izbel both watched him anxiously as he paced back and forth several times. He ran a hand through his hair, began to speak, stopped, and then started again.

"Very well. I am convinced of your earnest, Lady Timara. The trouble I find myself in now is of my own making." He laughed bitterly. "If I had not made such an outcry when Izbel's betrothal was announced, I could go to my father without appearing to have ulterior motives. As it is..." He ran his hand through his hair again. "As it is, I fear he will think I say all this only so I can free Izbel to be mine."

"Marsede," Izbel said, but he shook his head.

"Don't. I love you, and Lady Timara knows it well. By the Seven, half the nobles have realized it, at least. There can be no secret of that."

She swallowed, ashamed at the joy that welled up inside her at his words. She ought to be willing to renounce it all for the good of the kingdom. But oh, it was good to know he still loved her, even after this!

"What shall we do, then?" Timara asked.

Marsede shook his head and gave her a rueful smile. "We shall go to my father. He may laugh at me, and he may deny me, but he will not, at least, harm you or Izbel. He is a fair man."

"Shall we tell our story again?" Izbel asked, and Marsede laughed.

"No. I think I will tell him the main of it myself. It may provide a clearer picture," he added with a glimmer of humor. "Then he will wish to question you, because there are doubtless details I haven't thought to ask about. And then I expect there will be a lot of fuss and bother with the council, but I think we will have a solution that pleases most of us." He bared his teeth. "I do not think Cousin Willat will be pleased with it."

* * *

"My lady, I want to go on record as saying that I think it is a bad idea."

Izbel didn't look up from her packing. She was having to do it herself, since Guira had flat out refused to do it for her. It was rank insubordination, but she understood why Guira was doing it. She just knew better herself.

"I'm doing this for the good of the kingdom."

"Don't you suppose the good of the kingdom involves having a king whose heart is whole?" Guira demanded.

Azmei sighed. "He will be fine."

"No," Guira said, "he will not. He will never be fine if you leave him like this."

"King Cosha and the council want a treaty with Amethir," Izbel said. She set her leather sketch portfolio gently into the trunk. She didn't want to lose the sketch she had made of Marsede during the council sessions that followed their meeting in the garden. She had pretended she was taking notes, though she wasn't sure if she had fooled anyone.

"I should think a treaty with the Long Coast Alliance would be enough for them," Guira said severely. "Cosha is getting greedy in his old age."

Izbel laughed despite the tightness of her throat. "Perhaps you are the greedy one," she said. "It would be quite a step for you to go from being lady's maid to the head of Fifth Family to being lady's maid to the princess."

Guira drew herself up, glaring at her. "I would never—" She cut off as Izbel laughed again and hugged her.

"I know you wouldn't. I'm sorry. But this is difficult enough without you scolding me. I ought to have taken Timara up on her invitation."

"She'd rather you have gone home with her as her wife instead of her friend," Guira remarked, turning away and picking up one of Izbel's dresses.

"I don't know. I think perhaps she was just looking for friendship here. In any event, friendship is all I can offer her, and she's wise enough to accept that." Izbel pretended she didn't see that Guira was folding the dress carefully to put in the trunk.

"You'd be better off staying here." Guira settled that dress and moved on to another. "Your father has even apologized."

"And his guilt is oppressive. I'd far rather be around Lorian and his honest grief. Mother has agreed she and Father can finish the season here. She'll deal with him better than I have."

Guira sighed and turned her attention completely to the packing.

The journey back to Silverhills left Izbel plenty of time to think. She wasn't fond of being confined in a carriage, but even she didn't want to ride outside in the deep cold, and she knew they would likely have to switch to a sledge when they reached the northern plateau. All the same, it was good to get away from the confines of the capital city. She had room for her thoughts again as they rode north.

Marsede had asked her again to stay with him. He had made it very clear he offered marriage. But Izbel had been in the same council sessions he had—called for her testimony, to be sure, but she was capable of listening as well as anyone. She knew the Long Coast treaty wouldn't appease them. They were set on getting Amethir, and Izbel was already on shaky ground with the council.

Besides, she had been careless. She had become friends with a spy, and upon learning of the spy, she had failed to inform anyone. The queen would have to be wiser than that. Not to mention the fact that the queen would hardly be allowed to spend her time wearing trousers and hanging around the stables to be sure a stallion mounted the proper mare without savaging her first.

No, once she got over this, she would be much happier at Silverhills. And Willat's underhandedness had guaranteed her the right to rule Silverhills without a spouse for as long as she saw fit. That was one concession the council had granted; the woman who helped broker the peace treaty with the Long Coast Alliance was given that much respect. If she chose never to marry, the council had agreed to honor her choice of heir. She had argued hard for that concession. If she couldn't marry Marsede, she would have no one.

Chapter Seven

"By the Seven, you look more miserable than I feel," were her brother-in-law's first words to her when she arrived home.

Izbel bit back her harsh retort and hugged him instead. "You don't look as if you've been eating enough," she replied, and guided him to the kitchen under pretense of needing something herself.

Over the next several weeks, she kept fighting the urge to ask Lorian if the grief ever eased. Her situation wasn't the same as his, after all. He had lost Zara entirely—not to another person, or even to the kingdom, but to death. Izbel could know that Marsede was hale and happy, even if she could not be with him. Comparing herself to Lorian wouldn't be fair.

She didn't even enjoy spending time with the horses as much as she had expected to.  Windqueen was as fractious and irritable as Izbel herself, and Izbel kept looking at Redsky, her foundation stud, and imagining the cross between him and Lalasa. She told herself she wasn't also regretting the beautiful babies she and Marsede might have had, but a part of her knew she was lying.

As winter stretched on, the snow and cold kept her inside more often, and she grew even more irritable. There were no letters from the capital, even from Timara, who had opted to stay until the mountain passes cleared in the spring, rather than sailing around to her own country. Under Guira's influence, Lorian gained weight and began remembering to shave every day. But Izbel found she had no appetite for even her favorite foods, and dark shadows developed under her eyes.

One night, as she and Lorian sat across from each other at a dinner table big enough to seat ten times their number, she couldn’t take the silence any longer.

“I thought I’d come home for the peace and quiet, but there’s too much peace and quiet here,” she muttered down at her soup.

“I’m sorry. I fear I’m poor company for you.” Lorian sighed. “I cannot replace Zara in your life.”

Izbel reached across and patted his hand. “That isn’t what I meant. I didn’t expect you to replace Zara, and I certainly didn’t mean to imply that you should be entertaining me.”

She shoved her hair back out of her face. Since coming home, she hadn’t bothered dressing for dinner or having Guira style her hair. “I...While we were in Tamnen City, I...met someone.”

Lorian quirked a smile at her. “I knew there was something besides all that nonsense with Willat bothering you. I didn’t think it was my place to press you.”

Izbel shrugged. “It’s not exactly like you and Zara. You were so perfect for each other.”

That made her brother-in-law laugh. “Perfect? Oh, Izi, is that what you think? By the Seven, our marriage was far from perfect. We just vowed that we would make it work, no matter what.” He shook his head, the smile lingering on his face. “Our duties were important to us both, and when your sister proposed the match, she knew that I wanted a lot of children.” He sighed. “I still grieve that she felt herself a failure when she couldn’t provide them. I did my best to mitigate her sorrow, but I was also the cause of it, in some ways.”

Izbel stared at him, blinking. She had never imagined any difficulties they might have had in their marriage. When considered in this light, the obstacles between her and Marsede seemed smaller.

That night she tossed and turned in her bed, staring at the shadows the fire cast on the wall. The room felt cold despite the fire, and the wind howling around her windows told her the roads would be drifted too deep for riding the next day.

"What am I doing?" she said aloud, flopping onto her back and staring up at the ceiling. "And, by the Seven, why?"

She had been happy on her own. There was no question of that. She had been complete without any husband or lover. She had not craved power, merely the freedom to pursue her passion for horses. But how was that fair or wise? Wasn't it selfish, rather, to want to isolate herself on her own little estate, doing nothing but breeding horses?

What if she could do her kingdom a greater service by becoming its queen?

There would be sacrifice involved, no question. The horses would have to take a lower priority than matters of state. She would have to take more care with her appearance and with her friends. She would have to regulate her speech—though perhaps not as much as she might, since Marsede seemed to like that she shared her honest opinions.

Izbel sat up, hugging her knees to her chest. "I'm such a fool."

Would he take her back now, if she came to him? Would he understand her fear? Would he forgive her for leaving?

"There's only one way to find out." She threw back the covers and ran to Guira's room. Throwing the door open without knocking, she cried, "Get up! We have to pack."

Guira sat up and stared at her muzzily, but when Izbel was finally able to make her understand, Guira burst into tears. "I so hoped you would see reason," she said, throwing her arms around Izbel.

By dawn they were nearly packed. Guira was yawning into a third or fourth mug of coffee, and Izbel was pacing fretfully. She didn't want to leave before the wind dropped. Who knew how far they would be able to see, with all the blowing snow? She wanted to be in the capital, but she certainly didn't want to catch her death of the cold on the way.

It was at least the tenth hour when her driver agreed that the wind had died down enough for them to leave. Her trunks were assembled in the front hall, the foodstores in baskets for the front of the sledge. She was hugging Lorian in farewell when they heard horses in the yard and someone hailed the house.

Izbel dashed to the door and threw it open herself. Surely it wouldn't be—

But it was.

Marsede swung down from his horse and strode to meet her. The terrible hope and fear on his face broke her heart. Had he been feeling the same way?

She forced her feet to a staid walk as she met him halfway. She wanted to run to him, but the courtyard was always slippery in this weather, and what if he were here for some other reason?

"There is a sledge in your yard," he observed, before even saying hello. "Do you have visitors?"

"Oh. No, I...I was about to leave."

"Leave?" He peered anxiously into her face.

"I was going back to the capital." Izbel held her breath for a moment. "I've been so miserable here."

Marsede caught her hands in his. "Have you?"

She swallowed against a lump in her throat. "I have missed Lalasa." It was easier than saying she had missed him. But it wasn't fair. He deserved to hear it. She wet her lips. "I have missed you more."

The smile that broke across his face was like the sunrise. "Oh, Izbel, what do I have to do to convince you—"

"Nothing." She smiled up at him, blinking back tears. "You already have. You're here."

"Then will you?"

Her heart was thumping so hard in her chest she thought he could probably hear it. "Of course."

He pulled her into his arms and lowered his mouth to capture hers. Izbel remembered the heartbreak of their first kiss, when she had experienced such passion for the first time and thought it would be their last. This kiss was heart-awakening instead. She knew it would be the first of forever.

When they broke apart, he whooped with joy. Izbel laughed up at him, and Marsede caught her up and whirled her around. She ought to warn him about the packed snow, she thought, and then he had slipped. They both went down, landing in a heap on the snow, and Marsede held on to her and they laughed until they cried.

* * *

The betrothal ball was held just two nights after they returned to the palace. Marsede explained it all as their sledge, and then their carriage, carried them further from the life she had known without him. Izbel had insisted they switch the prince's horses for hers; she had bred hers personally and knew their speed.

He'd laid out everything before his father, from how much he loved Izbel to how he thought the Long Coast treaty a stronger one than alliance with Amethir would be. Amethir could wait another generation, he suggested, and said he would consider a treaty marriage for one of his children. But if his father wouldn't consent to Marsede's marrying Izbel, he would walk away from the throne and leave Lord Timan Burojan of the First Family to inherit after King Cosha.

"You didn't!" Izbel had gasped, and Marsede shrugged.

"You know that some horses will only go for one rider," he said, "and I have found that I am the same. If I cannot be with you, I will be with no one."

Izbel glanced at Guira, who was pretending to nap on the seat across from them, and sneaked a kiss. "You are lucky I had already realized that the kingdom would be better off with a happy Marsede as king," was all she said.

The Amethirians had taken no offense at the prince's declaration that trade would be accomplished without a treaty marriage. Apparently even those of the empire were not immune to young love. The ambassador had even offered them the use of a stormwitch, who would channel the weather to give them Izbel's beloved snow for their betrothal ball.

Izbel looked forward to the betrothal ball with more excitement than she had either of her other balls. She knew who her dance partner would be all night, and she knew he had lovely paces. The royal dressmaker had already created a confection of white and palest blue for her, trimmed in deep blue velvet, and it took less than a day to have it perfectly fitted for her.

Oh, Zara, how you would laugh at me, she thought, staring at herself in the floor-to-ceiling mirrors outside the ballroom. She looked more like her sister than she had ever imagined possible, though the resemblance was less in physical appearance and more in the way she carried herself and the laughter in her eyes. Thank you, sister, for watching over me at the Year's Turning Ball. I hope I'll make you proud.

Then the musicians played the fanfare and the herald was whispering, "Princess Izbel."

She walked into the ballroom under a magical snow shower, and her beloved prince awaited her.
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Chapter One

"It'll be an easy run," Captain Raszel was telling the major as Arama approached. "Two, three days to catch up to the Grayhawk, one to bring her to heel, and we sail back."

The major looked down his thin nose at the stout ship's captain. "His Majesty is adamant that the Grayhawk's depredations stop now. The harvest wasn't so good that we can spare another granary."

"His Majesty can count on us, Major Chinzira. As he should know." Raszel sounded aggrieved.

"As a show of his support, Stormwitch Lijka and I will be sailing with you. She'll see to it your sails are kept full."

Arama whistled. "Siren's teeth, we get a stormwitch? Is she good?"

"The palace's own stormwitch. His Majesty wants to impress on you the weight of his request."

"Bah, we won't need her," Raszel said. "We've always done fine without a stormwitch."

Arama, for her part, was excited to see a stormwitch up close. All sailors knew about the weather magic, but Bounder was more than half pirate ship. The king looked the other way as long as they took no Amethirian prizes, but he also didn't provide the ship with a stormwitch. Those were reserved for legitimate crown berths. She watched eagerly as the stormwitch came up the dock.

She didn't look much older than Arama, certainly no more than twenty-five. She was clad in a silk dress that draped expensively over her generous curves and told Arama she'd never been on a ship before. Whatever color the stormwitch's long hair had been originally, it was now pure silver-white—the tell-tale sign that she could channel the weather. And it was solid, not streaked, which meant she'd been channeling a long time.

She smiled at Arama and Raszel, but not, Arama noticed, at Chinzira. "Royal Stormwitch Lijka, at your service." She looked at Raszel and lifted her chin. "I am here to ensure this mission is successful."

Raszel snorted. "Storm season's a fortnight off, most like. And if not, well, Bounder's sailed through storms before, and she likely will again." He puffed up his chest. "I've the best crew around."

"The best first mate, at least," Arama put in, and Raszel laughed. Chinzira jerked his gaze up from the stormwitch's cleavage and looked at Arama in surprise.

"You're Arama Dzornaea?"

She tried not to bristle. She was only eighteen, and her waifish build made people underestimate her. Still, she knew Raszel was tired of her attitude, and she did try to please him. "I know I'm destined for fortune and fame, but I'm not there yet. How do you know me?"

Major Chinzira was a slope-shouldered man with rich brown skin and a tail of black hair. He smirked, the expression transforming his thin, anxious face into something less likable. "Lozarr Algot asked me to carry a parcel to you. He said I'd know you by your brashness and your size."

She arched an eyebrow at him. "Did he tell you what I do to people who annoy me?"

"It must have slipped his mind. He also didn't say how pretty you are when you get angry." His smirk curled wider.

Arama narrowed her eyes. "He must not like you very much," she observed. Behind Chinzira, one of the Vedick twins was sidling closer, a hook and line clutched in her hand.

"Why would you say that?" Ugh, his tone was smooth as a greased winch. It turned Arama's stomach.

She stepped closer. "He didn't tell you the quickest way to annoy me is to flirt with me."

Beside her, Raszel cleared his throat. Arama held her breath, counting silently. Perhaps he would let her get away with it. After all, they hadn't cast off yet. It wasn't like it would kill the man.

She glared at Chinzira. "Don't flirt with me again, or I'll throw you overboard."

"Oh dear, I didn't mean to touch a nerve," Chinzira said, his arch tone making Arama's teeth clench.

That right there was why she threw them overboard instead of scolding. Men like him didn't learn unless the lesson was a hard one. Before she could do more than glower, though, a sharp gust of wind swept her chin-length hair across her face. Chinzira let out a yelp. When Arama got her hair scraped out of her eyes, he was gone.

A moment later there was a splash.

Arama shot a bewildered glance at her captain, who was trying valiantly not to look amused. When she turned back, she caught the satisfied curl of Stormwitch Lijka's lips. The stormwitch met her gaze and, very deliberately, winked.

Arama grinned back at her and raised her voice. "Eldorn! Toss that man a line!"

Raszel snorted. "You're lucky I already got Algot's package from the man. Here." He pulled from his jacket a flat parcel about a hand-span wide and three long. It was wrapped in brown canvas and tied with twine. "Now. Go make sure the major's learned his lesson."

Chapter Two

At dinner that night, Lijka directed a pacifying smile at a still-damp Major Chinzira as they sat around the captain's table, enjoying their after-dinner drinks.

"I've never left the capital before. Will we see stormsingers?" she asked.

"Stormsingers?" Arama scoffed. "They're legends."

Lijka frowned. "What about sea dragons?"

"None left. Not this far south, anyway."

"Sirens?"

Arama shuddered and glanced at Raszel. "Pray the gods we don't." She frowned into her wine cup. "They stick close to shore, because the orca like to hunt them. A smart sailor'll stick with a pod of orca when sailing through siren waters."

"I thought they were beautiful," Chinzira protested.

She looked hard at him. "Almost beautiful, mostly horrible. They look human from a distance. Then you get close and realize the hair disguises them." She sniffed dismissively and hoped he would let the topic drop.

Lijka leaned forward, and Chinzira hastily looked away from the deep neckline of her dress. "So they don't look human up close?" Lijka asked, flipping her hair over her shoulder.

"They're monsters." Raszel's voice was hard. He'd been silent through dinner, but Arama couldn't gauge his mood. Perhaps it had just been indigestion that had him frowning before, but the talk of sirens wasn't helping. He shoved away from the table. "Going to bed," he grunted. "Bridge is yours, Arama."

She shot to her feet. "Yes, sir."

As soon as Raszel's footsteps had faded, Lijka said, "What was it I said?"

Arama frowned down at her brown fingers. "You've seen a river eel?"

"Surely." Chinzira and Lijka glanced at each other, then the stormwitch ventured, "What does that—"

Arama interrupted. "Take a river eel, make it the size of a launch, put an almost-human-looking face on it and tentacles that look like hair, and you've got a siren." She held her hands up a foot apart. "Teeth this long on some of the biggest ones. Those wouldn't fit in a human mouth."

Lijka put a finger to her lower lip. "So how do the teeth—"

"Their jaws unhinge. Like a snake's. The teeth fold back along their throat until they want to eat." Arama gave the stormwitch a look that usually sent the most fractious crewmember meekly back to his tasks. "I've been with Raszel since I was ten. The year before he took me on, his son was killed by a siren. Lured in by the song, by all accounts, and..." She trailed off and shrugged. "Posten was seven."

"Sleeping gods," Lijka breathed. "I'm sorry. I didn't—"

"You didn't know," she said. "He won't hold it against you. Raszel's a fair man."

"Still. I should apologize."

"You should let it go. It was nine years ago. Just don't talk about sirens anymore."

Chinzira cleared his throat. "Noted."

Lijka bit her lip and looked away from them both.

Arama stretched. "And on that note, I'm going to check things on deck."

When she reached the mainmast, she glanced towards the captain's cabin, wondering if—despite her advice to Chinzira—she should talk to him. Raszel had taken her on after her trader parents died aboard their merchantman. Raszel and her parents had sailed together before Raszel ebbed into privateering.

In the eight years since, he'd taught her more than she'd ever imagined there was to learn about how to run a ship. She could mend a sail and read a chart, but she also knew how to hold a crew together and issue punishment when necessary. She knew Raszel was grooming her to take over for him when he was ready to retire; he and his wife had had four sons, but only one was still living, and that one was sickly.

She rubbed her forehead and turned away. He wouldn't want company. Instead she sat on a coil of rope and pulled out the parcel Lozarr had sent with Chinzira. She untied the knotted twine, pulled off the lid of the box, and grinned. 

Lo had sent her a knife.

Arama drew it, admiring the keen edge on the dagger. The hilt was a good fit in her hand, and the decorations—swirling and twining to suggest siren's hair—didn't interfere with her grip. The blade itself was eight inches long, made of some pale material, and curved elegantly, suggesting the deadly grace of a predator's fang. Her grin sharpened. "Siren's teeth."

There was a letter in the package as well. She held it close to her face to read in the sunset. "Arama, Call this a late Longnight present, if you want. When I saw it in the Maron market, it reminded me of those stories you told us last year, about the sirens and the power of their teeth. I didn't know if our paths would ever cross again, but I bought the knife anyway. And since Chinzira will be on the Bounder, I wanted to send it along. I hope this knife will serve you well, and I hope our paths do cross again someday. Your friend ever, Lozarr."

Arama was surprised at the stinging in her eyes. Lo was a good man: young for his rank, like her, and surprisingly gentle for a military man. They'd met on a run to Ranarr over some ridiculous trade dispute, and Lo had had the good sense not to flirt with her. That had made Arama respect him, and they'd become friends over the course of the three-week assignment.

Thankfully, he didn't seem to have grown any romantic notions after the fact. She didn't want anyone flirting with her. She'd seen what love did to people. It left Captain Raszel heartsick every time he returned from shore leave. If that was all love was good for, Arama didn't have any use for it.

But a knife—that she could use.

Chapter Three

Arama woke up becalmed. As she swung her feet out of her bunk, someone pounded on her cabin door. She jerked the door open.

It was the ship's boy. "Mum, helmsman sent me t'wake ye. Says we're—"

"Becalmed," she cut in. "What's the point of a damned stormwitch if she's not going to keep us underway? Does she not know we're in a race?" She wrapped her knife belt around her waist and checked both sheaths. "All right. Tell Carig I'll be up in half a tick."

"Yes, mum!" The boy dashed away, his bare feet thumping on the deck. Arama paused in the hatch, taking a moment to read the ship. Bounder was rocking on the waves, but there was no forward motion. The sheets hung loose. The stormwitch was nowhere to be seen. Arama narrowed her eyes and headed aft. The helmsman was waiting for her.

As she passed the aft cabin, the door opened, revealing the stormwitch, wrapped in a thin, silken robe. Her hair was sleep mussed and hanging in her face. Maybe that was why the wind had died.

"What's toward?" Arama kept her voice low.

Lijka frowned and shook her head. "I left the weave tied so the wind would carry us through until dawn. The calm woke me."

"Me too. Can you fix it?"

Lijka's green eyes flashed anxiously in the dim light of the mast lantern. "I'm sure I can. I just need to get my bearings first."

Arama glanced up at the stars and then squinted, looking for the smudge of land that ought to be off to starboard somewhere. "I don't see the Anderly light," she began, but the stormwitch hissed her to silence.

"From the currents, not from a sailor," Lijka snapped, and closed her eyes.

Arama raised her eyebrows and folded her arms across her chest, watching the stormwitch in exasperation. She hadn't realized witchery let them read sea currents—or did they read air currents?—but there was no need to be rude.

She glanced up at the silhouette of the crow's nest, then at the forward deck, reassuring herself that her people were still on watch. Nothing was out of place except the wind. She glanced at the stormwitch, who still had her eyes closed, hands clasped at her chest. How long would it take the woman to get her bearings? Suppressing a huff of impatience, Arama catfooted a few steps to the port railing. There shouldn't be anything out there, not for leagues and leagues. But she thought she'd seen—

Yes, there it was again—a flash of light, high in the sky. Arama started chanting. "One stormwitchery, two stormwitchery, three stormwitchery—" She stopped at forty-four, when she recognized a low, barely-heard growl of thunder.

She whirled and ran back to the stormwitch. Lijka's eyes popped open as Arama approached. "Storm!" Lijka gasped.

"Little less than three leagues off, but too close for my taste. And out of season." Arama put her hands on her hips. "Can you stop it?"

"No one stops a storm of that magnitude. If we were at the palace, half a dozen of us would work together." Lijka shoved her hair back over one shoulder. Somehow she managed to make her silk robe seem like a suit of armor as she drew herself up. "But with skill and power, I can shift it. It wouldn't hurt if you woke some of the crew."

Some of the crew. Arama snorted and pulled a whistle out of her pocket. She blew three shrill blasts and the deck came alive.

The two Vedicks drowsing against a coil of rope bolted upright and, a moment later, skinned up the rigging. From the crow's nest came an answering whistle, and then the sails were being reefed.

"I'll warn the helmsman and wake the captain."

"Fine!" Lijka snapped. "Just stop bothering me."

"Two leagues straight south of Anderly, mum," Carig reported, before she even had a chance to ask where they were. "Bearing due west."

"Swordfish Island?" Arama asked, imagining the chart in front of her. A stray breeze tickled the back of her neck. Siren's teeth, she hoped Lijka could get them out of the storm's path.

"Dead ahead."

She frowned and brushed away a strand of blue-black hair that had tugged free of its tail. "When did the wind die?"

"Just now, mum. I waited a tick to see if it'd pick up again, then I sent the boy for you."

"There's a storm headed our way."

"Antos guard us," Carig gasped. "Storm? It's weeks early!"

Arama grunted. "Did you make an offering before we left port?"

"You know I did, mum. But it wa'n't a storm season offering."

"It'll have to do. If we're pointed at Swordfish Island, should we get into the lee? I can't remember how shallow it is there."

She heard a raspy sound as Carig scratched his stubbly chin. "Might. But it's shallower than I like, and there's sirens in them water, mum."

Chapter Four

The storm broke with the fury of a woken god. The wind slapped Bounder, rolling her to starboard. Arama braced herself against the railing. Lijka had lashed herself to the mainmast, her hands lifted to the winds, her lips moving in a chant Arama couldn't hear over the wind. Did she believe she would yet manage to divert the worst of the storm's fury?

The clouds burst in a roar like a leviathan from the old tales. Within moments Arama was soaked through, her hair plastered to her head. Lijka didn't open her eyes; she just kept chanting.

Captain Raszel was on the quarterdeck, shouting orders above the fray. Arama could barely hear him, but she knew his orders. Everyone out of the top, all hands securing lines, and prayers to Lord Antos for mercy.

"What can I do to help?" bellowed a voice so loud she could hear it over the storm. Major Chinzira had come up on deck.

Arama raised her eyebrows. Maybe she'd underestimated him. "Get abaft!" she shouted. "To the back—the helmsman will need your strength!"

He nodded and disappeared between one sheet of rain and the next.

A shrill splintering noise split the air above her. She half ducked and half dove to the side, twisting to look up. The main block hung loose; almost half the arm beyond it had snapped.

"Siren's teeth!" That could take down the whole mast, and with it the ship. Going up in this lightning was suicidal, but she had no choice. That sail had to come down, or it would bring the whole mast with it.

She glared at the stormwitch. What good was she? She was supposed to be averting this storm, but with the incessant, boneshaking thunder and blinding lightning, there was no way Bounder was just brushing the edge of the storm. Arama's mouth went dry. She didn't want to go aloft, but Bounder needed her. No one else had noticed the broken arm.

She leapt onto the ratlines. Out of the cabin's lee, the gale buffeted her worse than ever. Arama inched her way up, studying the situation as best she could through the stinging needles of rain that lashed against her face and hands. She kept blinking in a vain attempt at clearing the water from her eyes.

"Just—a little—further—" she grunted, feeling the words in her throat but unable to hear them. It looked like there were only two lines holding the arm in place. If she cut them at the right time, the broken section would swing free. It might injure someone below, since the wind was too loud for her to warn them, but it shouldn't imperil the whole crew.

The ship hit a trough. Arama pitched forward as she was drawing the sheepsfoot blade from her belt. Her heart swooped. She grabbed at the ratline to keep from falling. As her half-numb fingers closed on the line, the blade tumbled from her grip.

"No!" she screamed. But it was gone.

She stared at the deck below, which was heaving and pitching in a sickening cacophony of motion. Swallowing back a lump of dread, Arama slid her free hand to the sheath at the small of her back, where she'd tucked the siren knife Lo had sent her. It was too fine a blade to use this way, but needs must. She tightened her grip on the ratline and drew the knife.

Inching along the yardarm, she almost didn't see the wave.

The next lightning flash was too close. Her hair, plastered to her skin, tried to stand on end. In the afterlight, Arama saw a long, thin line of white. Was it ice? Foam? A few moments later, her brain caught up with her watering eyes.

"ROGUE!" she bellowed futilely, aiming the sound down at the deck. She slashed wildly at the tackle and grabbed at it, thinking to ride it down. The ship groaned and shuddered. Bounder could feel the wave approaching.

She slipped several feet down the sheet before she could wrap her legs around it as well. "ROGUE!" she screamed again, just as the wind dropped to a lull. This time Raszel and Chinzira both heard her. They looked up at her, squinting against the rain. Raszel's upturned face looked grim and maybe a bit resigned. Chinzira's wore open terror. Carig didn’t look up; he was too busy straining at the wheel.

Arama swept a desperate glance across Bounder’s deck. She saw the Vedick siblings clinging to the railing and each other. She saw Stormwitch Lijka still lashed to the mast, her arms lifted to the elements, her eyes open, expression terrified and defiant. She saw the ship’s boy clutching the ratline, eyes squeezed shut.

Arama’s body swung out like a pendulum over the water; Bounder was rising, rising—and for a moment, she thought they would ride the rogue wave without losing anyone. Then her world split with the awful CRACK of the yardarm snapping. She felt herself plummeting down along with the arm, too fast to do anything but suck in a breath. She clutched the siren knife, hoping she wouldn’t stab herself, as she plunged into the sea.

The ocean embraced her, sucking her in, holding her down. She kicked and flailed, trying to reach the surface, without even knowing which direction the surface actually was. Something bumped her back, propelling her through the water. She grabbed for whatever it was but missed. It bumped her again and her head broke free of the surface.

Arama gulped air, squinting through the sheeting rain. Where was the ship? The palm of her hand stung. She ignored the pain, thrashing until she'd turned completely around. Bounder had keeled over so far onto her starboard side that her masts were nearly touching the ocean's surface. Arama screamed and fought the waves, trying to reach it.

"Raszel!" Arama screamed. Something scraped her leg and she kicked automatically, then realized it could be another sailor reaching for help. She couldn't see anything except the dimming lights of Bounder and the ever-more-frequent flashes of lightning. "Raszel! Carig!"

A wave splashed into her face and she choked. She spat out water and sobbed for breath. She was going to die. They were all going to die. "Antos, save us," she gasped. But she wasn't the one who'd made the sacrifice. If Antos saved anyone, it would be Carig.

She couldn't hear anything through the near-constant thunder and the waves pounding against her ears. Her mouth was full of the salty taste of sea and blood. A hard collision from below thrust her half out of the water.
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