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				Heart of the Dragon’s Realm
By Karalynn Lee

				Princess Kimri is used to betrayal. Her brother sold her to a king in exchange for swords to defend his lands. King Tathan’s reputation is as fierce as that of his mountain kingdom—where dragons are said to guard the castle walls—but the realms are unstable enough without angering the mountain-king, so Kimri reluctantly agrees to the union.

				When she arrives in Helsmont, the king promises her a year of courtship before marrying—or parting ways. Before long, Kimri thinks she may find comfort, and perhaps eventually love, with the stoic king.

				But the realms are more unsettled than Kimri realizes, and she soon finds herself caught in the middle of a war between the kingdoms. Can she count on her betrothed to take her side? Or will his loyalty to his kingdom come before his loyalty to her?

				50,000 words

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				I love October because it’s the perfect month for my favorite season: fall. I adore the sights, sounds, smells and feel of the fall season. Pumpkins and straw bales, colorful mums and burning woodsmoke. And the crisp, cool weather that’s perfect for sitting on the porch and reading a book while sipping hot apple cider.

				This month, we have an excellent variety of books perfectly suited to this very thing, starting with All He Ever Desired, Shannon Stacey’s latest Kowalski family contemporary romance. As always, Shannon delivers a captivating romance with just the right touch of light humor. Joining her in the contemporary romance category is HelenKay Dimon with Lean on Me, the second book in her trilogy. Make sure to check out her first Carina Press title, It’s Not Christmas Without You, and look for We’ll Be Home for Christmas, coming in December 2012.

				If you’re gearing up for Halloween and are in the paranormal mood, check out Regan Summers’s newest novel, Running in the Dark. Debut author Bryn Donovan offers a wonderful paranormal romance in Sole Possession, while Diana Copland’s male/male paranormal romance A Reason to Believe will haunt you long after you’ve read the last page. And joining Diana with a male/male release is L.B. Gregg and her rerelease Men of Smithfield: Seth and David.

				Fans of steampunk romance will be thrilled to see new releases from two of our favorite steampunk authors: Cindy Spencer Pape and Jenny Schwartz. Look for Moonlight & Mechanicals and Courting Trouble to release in mid-October. And as an aside, can I tell you how much I love Jenny’s series name of The Bustlepunk Chronicles? It’s a perfect fit for this series about a spunky young woman in steampunk Australia.

				I’m thrilled to welcome Val Roberts to Carina Press with her newest science-fiction romance novel, The Valmont Contingency. Val and I worked together in the past and I love her voice! And returning to us with another release in the fantasy romance genre is Karalynn Lee. If you’ve never had the pleasure of immersing yourself in one of Karalynn’s worlds, now’s the time to check out Heart of the Dragon’s Realm.

				My team is especially excited about this next book from Julie Rowe. As fans of Downton Abbey, they fell in love with the first book in her new historical romance series set during World War I, Saving the Rifleman.

				If you’re wondering where the romantic suspense is, not to worry, Kate Sherwood offers up a spine-tingling suspense, Shadow Valley. And mystery author Janis Patterson returns with her newest novel, Beaded to Death.

				To round out the month of October, we have two spicy erotic romances to tempt you. With No Reservations, Lilly Cain kicks off her new erotic series, Bad Girls Know. Last, but definitely not least, the book from Christine d’Abo’s Long Shots series I’ve been waiting for. Mouthwatering sex club owner Josh is finally going to get his own happily ever after and you don’t want to miss the mind-blowing chemistry Christine has written to get him there in Calling the Shots.

				We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.

				Happy reading!

				~Angela James
Executive Editor, Carina Press

				www.carinapress.com
www.twitter.com/carinapress
www.facebook.com/carinapress
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				Chapter One

				Her brother traded her for peace, a hundred swords and ten thousand arrows. She didn’t speak to him the day the guards came to escort her through the mountain pass and to her new home, for she was too furious with him.

				“Kimri,” he said, “won’t you even give me a proper farewell?”

				She patted her sorrel’s neck and swung herself up into the saddle. They wouldn’t need a farewell if he hadn’t given her away to the mountain-king like market goods. With her heels she told her horse to move on.

				Her brother stood squarely in the way. “I had no choice, you know.”

				She spared him a disdainful glance. It was true no one dared challenge Helsmont. The small mountain kingdom conducted its affairs as it saw fit—but in the past it had always done so quietly, involving no others. It had been her brother’s messenger who had gone there first, asking what it would take for an alliance between their realms.

				She was, frankly, impressed she was worth such a price. But it was one thing for the mountain-king to offer it, and another for her brother to take it.

				Dereth sighed and stroked Redwing’s face. “Just don’t try to run away. Ride safely.” He stepped aside.

				Her escort waited in the yard outside the stable: half a dozen guards in leathers, standing by their mountain-bred horses. Such a small band from anywhere else would have been an insult, but Helsmont guards were famed as the deadliest fighting force in five kingdoms. Her brother’s warning had been unnecessary. She wouldn’t try to escape these men—

				—and woman. One rode among them, but she didn’t seem out of place, not with her short-cropped hair, a scar on her cheek, a sword on her hip and a quiver slung over her shoulder. Helsmont, unlike Anagard, must allow female soldiers.

				Kimri rode up to her. “Surety for my virginity?”

				The woman fixed her with a steady look. “Any good commandant could ensure that, Princess. King Tathan trusts all of his commandants, and each of them has the obedience of his troop. You would be as safe with any of them.”

				“An iron fist.”

				The commandant shrugged. “He is the mountain-king.”

				“And you?”

				“I?” Her demeanor turned formal. “Commandant Beatris. I am charged with your safety until we reach Helsmont and I deliver you into the hands of my king.”

				“An onerous duty indeed.” The hint of a smile crossed Beatris’s face.

				Kimri relaxed at this evidence of the other woman’s sense of humor.

				“The sooner started, the sooner finished,” Beatris said. “You’re ready?”

				Kimri patted her saddlebags.

				Beatris bowed to Dereth. “By your leave, King.”

				“Guard her well,” he said from behind Kimri.

				Beatris nodded and then mounted her steed. Her men followed suit, falling into a guard formation as they headed for the gate. The horses’ hooves sounded unnaturally loud in the silence that shrouded the courtyard.

				She’d already traded farewells with her few friends and forbidden them to watch her leave. She wanted to maintain her dignity. But as they rode out and their pace quickened, she couldn’t help twisting around. She spied her brother standing by the gate, watching her. It might be a long time before she saw him again. She lifted a hand and breathed a sigh of relief when he echoed the movement. He kept his hand raised even as the distance stretched between them, pulling her heartstrings more taut with every stride of her horse. Then she could make him out no more.

				“You should watch your path,” Beatris said, falling back to Kimri’s side. “Your horse could stumble while you look backward.”

				“I didn’t tell him goodbye.” But she faced forward again, trying to ignore the pang inside her. She patted her mare’s neck. “Sorry, Redwing.” She’d gotten into the habit of talking to her horse ever since Dereth had become king and had less time for her.

				“Apologies aren’t worth much to a broken-legged horse,” Beatris said.

				“You’ll notice I was apologizing to a steed who’s walking perfectly well.” She addressed her mare again. “Don’t mind her. I doubt she’s used to having moping princesses under her care.”

				“I thought you two spoke in the stables.”

				It took her a moment to realize the commandant referred to Dereth. “He spoke. I was angry.” She still couldn’t believe how high-handed he’d been, marrying her off like this. “I miss the time when he was just my brother.”

				“He’s young to be king.”

				“Our father wed late,” Kimri said, suddenly defensive. “And Dereth has already grown so much older since he first took rule of Anagard. Wasn’t the mountain-king young once?”

				“Never,” Beatris said.

				Kimri laughed, but a little uneasily. There were many tales of Helsmont’s ruler, but none she could recall of the time before him. Her betrothed must be an older man. She’d never seen him or known anyone who had, as he never strayed from his realm. Presumably Beatris could describe him, but Kimri refused to shame herself by revealing any anxiety about her future husband and asking questions about him. The kingdom, though, seemed a fair target for her curiosity—everyone wondered about the reclusive realm.

				“Will you tell me about Helsmont?”

				“What do you want to know?”

				“They say it’s guarded by the dragon who lives in the mountains.” They said the mountain-king had tamed it and set it to this task, but that couldn’t be true, for no man could defeat a dragon.

				Beatris quirked her brows. “It keeps other kingdoms, like yours, from invading.”

				“The dragon or the rumor?”

				Beatris smiled slightly but said nothing.

				People also said a dragon slept in the river dividing Anagard and Kenasgate. The ferrymen made propitiations before the first crossing of each morning, and it hadn’t stirred for decades, according to the stories. She didn’t know how much longer the mountain-dragon had been quiet, and what the king had done to keep it so.

				“What of the people?” Kimri asked.

				On this subject, at least, Beatris proved more forthcoming. “It’s a small kingdom. Our king knows everyone. He trains with the guards. He helps parents name newborns if they’re too addled with joy.”

				“He’s kind, then.”

				“Not in practice bouts.” Beatris fingered her shoulder as though testing a bruise. “But he does well by his people.”

				“And he lets women become guards.”

				Beatris glanced sharply at her. “He lets them follow their paths.”

				Except the odd princess of another realm, apparently. He’d demanded her as bride and not even paid her the courtesy of a courtship visit. Where was his vaunted tolerance when it came to her? But she bit back those words. Kings did strange things in hopes of heirs. Hadn’t Dereth mentioned he was considering courting that widow, some noblewoman who had already borne two children?

				Instead she asked, “Can I talk to your men? I’d like to get to know them.” Perhaps one of them would let something slip about their king.

				Beatris gave her a measuring look, then nodded. For the first time Kimri felt she had won the other woman’s approval. “If you want to speak with the rear guard, tell me and I’ll switch his position.”

				The guards were all flawlessly polite and answered questions easily, although they asked few themselves, making their conversations rather one-sided and difficult to nudge toward her intended topic without asking outright. She ended up learning more about them than about the mountain-king: Borhin of the scarred hand and quick smile, Cheyrit with his easy balance in the saddle but stammered words, mild-eyed Damano who wore his hair in a single long braid…

				By nightfall, when Beatris called a halt so they could set up camp, she still knew next to nothing about her betrothed.

				They saw to their horses, ate a simple meal of pottage and then bedded down. They were taking the most direct route to Helsmont instead of wending their way through villages, and no one seemed to expect that she might prefer an actual bed to a bedroll on the hard ground, especially after a full day’s travel. Was this how it would be in Helsmont? Not a care for her comfort or wishes.

				Despite the chill of the autumn night, her weariness let her slip quickly into the oblivion of slumber. Only when they reached Helsmont’s border several days later did her dreams become restless, while the mountain and the future it held loomed over her.

				* * *

				She couldn’t breathe. She floundered out of the shreds of one nightmare into another. A callused palm pressed over her nose and mouth, silencing her frantic cries. She grabbed her assailant’s wrists to pry them away and he uncovered her mouth, only to force in a wad of cloth before she could shout for help. She tried to twist away from whoever knelt by her bedroll, but he kneed her in the stomach and she went limp. He took the opportunity to wrap her in a blanket, trapping her limbs. Hands seized her, and then he swung her over his shoulder to haul her away. She bucked.

				“Damn it! Hold still,” the man hissed as he lurched.

				She threw all her weight to one side, bringing them so far off balance that her abductor cursed again and lowered her.

				The blanket had slipped, so she flung back an elbow that crunched into her assailant’s face—mostly through luck, for she could barely see in the darkness. He cursed and shoved her away. As she fell she grabbed his leg, pulling him down. Then she scrambled to her feet, yanking the cloth out of her mouth and spitting out its leftover taste. Around her men shouted and swords clashed.

				She dropped to her knees and checked for a weapon on the man she’d just taken down. When he tried to grab her, she threw her fist into his kidney. He gave a soft oof and strained for air, but still had the presence of mind to roll away just before she could pull the sword out of his scabbard.

				“Damn it, hold still—” She bit back a sudden laugh at her echo of his own words. He gave a snort too, with the little breath he had.

				She used the brief distraction to push him into another roll, bringing his sword back into reach. She snatched it up as he reached for her, but before he could grab her, she set it at his throat. They were both breathing hard, making the point of the blade waver dangerously near to nicking his skin.

				Her opponent subdued, she took the opportunity to look around. She couldn’t make out any faces, but even with only twilit silhouettes she could tell who wore full armor and who had been rousted out of a bedroll. The Helsmont guards fought well despite their disadvantage in numbers, and even as she watched the scrimmage began to subside. She saw Beatris dispatch a man. Kimri looked back at her own captive. Am I supposed to kill him too?

				He must have seen it in her face. He sucked in a breath and shouted, “Ransom!”

				As though on cue, the sounds of battle ebbed. She heard footsteps and fading cries as men fled.

				Beatris strode up, slicking the blood off her blade. The banked fire lay behind her, making her a looming shadow in the darkness. “And who are you to demand to be ransomed?”

				He hesitated. “Herrol of Kenasgate.”

				Kimri tightened her grip on the hilt. So Kenasgate carried the war even here. Wasn’t it enough that their relentless attacks had forced her brother into asking for arms from Helsmont, and trading her in return? Apparently not—they’d even sent the eldest living son of their king.

				Beatris eyed him. “Fortunately for you, I suspect my king will have some interest in you alive. You’ll come with us to Helsmont. I have your word you won’t try to escape or cause us any harm?”

				“Yes.”

				“The word of a man who attacks at night.”

				Herrol offered his open palms, defenseless against the accusation.

				She sighed. “Samir, watch the princeling.”

				Kimri pulled the sword away. The rush of battle had worn off, and her hands shook. “He wanted the mountain-king to believe my brother had never sent me, I suppose, and for Dereth to believe you hadn’t delivered me safely. Anagard and Helsmont at war would make things easier for Kenasgate.”

				Herrol did not deny it.

				Someone lit a lantern and brought it over to them, then took a guard position over the prince.

				Beatris turned to Kimri and took the sword from her with a brief but searching glance. “You look unharmed. I didn’t think you could take someone down like that.” She jerked her head toward Herrol.

				“I grew up with a brother,” Kimri said, still winded. “When my father was off fighting, I talked him into a few lessons by saying the Kenasgate army could arrive anytime and I’d need to protect myself. I didn’t realize how true I spoke.” She glanced at Herrol and saw blood on his face. “Did I hurt you?” She tried not to sound too viciously satisfied.

				Herrol gingerly touched his face. “I think you broke my nose.” His voice was muffled.

				“Good. As long as you can walk,” Beatris said.

				He didn’t seem put off by this callous assessment. “My men?”

				“Three down, and the rest fled. There was no point in continuing the attack if you couldn’t overwhelm and silence us all, was there?”

				“You were better prepared than we expected,” he admitted.

				“If Helsmont hasn’t warred for years, prince, it’s not because we’re afraid to. It means others are afraid of us.”

				Beatris turned brisk. “Once we’ve organized the mess you’ve made of our camp, we might as well move on. It’ll be at least dawn by then.”

				Kimri decided she resented the ambush more for the sleep she’d lost than anything else. But then Herrol said quietly, “May I mourn my men?” and she remembered lives had been taken.

				The commandant nodded curtly to Samir. “Let him see their bodies.”

				She made arrangements for her own injured guards. None had died. One sentry had taken a knife across the cheek that left the skin and layers of flesh open. The Kenasgate soldiers had been trying for his throat to silence him.

				“They frightened off the horses first, which distracted our guard,” Beatris said. “We’ll have to round them up.”

				Kimri followed her to the picket line, now near-deserted. “I can help.”

				“No need— Huh.” Beatris regarded the only horse left, who calmly returned her gaze. “That’s your mare, isn’t it?”

				Kimri stroked Redwing’s nose, praising her effusively for staying. “I’m good with animals.”

				“Very well. Go with Cheyrit. I don’t want anyone else getting ideas about snatching you away, not when you’re under my protection.”

				And formidable protection it was. Judging by the trampled ground, there had been a fair number of men in Herrol’s troop. It was hard to make out the hoof-tracks amidst all the footprints, especially in lantern light, but the guard Beatris had assigned to her knelt only briefly and then nodded to the east. “That way.” The hesitation in his speech had vanished.

				They found clusters of horses, all of them nervous and sweat-slicked. She coaxed them to her one by one, soothing them with gentle words until their ears flicked toward her. They let her stroke their necks and lead them back to the hastily repaired corral for a quick grooming.

				She found Beatris. “Most of them should be walked, since they’ll be tired from running in panic.”

				Beatris eyed her. “Except yours, which didn’t run, hmm?”

				She spread her hands in innocence. “You should train your horses better.”

				The commander grinned. “If our king didn’t want you, you’d have a place in our stables.”

				She spoke the words as a compliment, and Kimri managed not to bristle at the idea of a princess serving as a stable hand. It’d probably be a more interesting life than that of a king’s consort, anyway.

				They didn’t build a cairn for the Kenasgate men. Herrol protested, but Beatris said, “Let at least the wild things have something out of this night. You’ve gained nothing, and I’m not sure we have either,” which silenced him.

				They moved onward as soon as enough pale light came over the horizon for them to see by. Even exhausted, she found her nerves too frayed from the ambush to relax. She twitched at every unexpected movement until her mare snorted her displeasure at the spastic behavior of her rider. Kimri apologized and looked around for Herrol so she could glare at him. He walked between two guards a bit ahead of her, oblivious to her dark look.

				Unable to resist the opportunity to taunt him, she overtook the latter guard so Redwing walked next to the prince. “So what do you think your ransom-price will be?”

				“Not too high, I hope, or my father will never pay it.” He didn’t look at her, but his voice sounded serious enough.

				She swallowed her next barb. Herrol had a younger brother, and perhaps the king of Kenasgate was considering making him heir instead. She couldn’t imagine the king being willing to leave his son prisoner otherwise. It couldn’t be a pleasant position for Herrol to be in. Losing her taste for gloating, she gave a careless shrug. “I’m sure the mountain-king won’t ask for much. He’ll be desperate for anything he can get after paying my exorbitant bride-price.”

				He choked and gave her an amused glance. “No wonder King Dereth wanted to marry you off. I can see how much trouble you must’ve raised in Anagard.”

				“Yes, now I can just cause it in Helsmont.”

				“That’s what I’d hoped to do.”

				At least he was honest about it. “How did you find out about the alliance?”

				“You wouldn’t believe we simply happened to be riding through the pass and seized our opportunity?”

				She snorted.

				“There are always loose tongues,” he said. “Even in a place guarded as well as Helsmont.”

				Her estimation of him rose. It was no small feat to place a spy in Helsmont. Dereth had tried. The first man had been tricked onto a horse who then carried him out of the pass, oblivious to his commands. The second had been simply told there was nothing to be said whenever he asked a question, even about the price of a loaf of bread. Dereth had given up after that.

				“You’ll have to be well-watched, then, so you can’t get word to your spy.”

				He sighed. “Foolish of me to have warned you.”

				“Oh, I’m sure the mountain-king appreciates such helpful ransom-prisoners as you.”

				Before he could come up with a retort, he tripped on a protruding tree root. The group came to a stop as he picked himself up, muttering curses. “I’m fine,” he said through gritted teeth before anyone asked, and resumed walking.

				But the prince must have injured his ankle, for he began to favor one foot. His limp grew more pronounced as they went on, until she winced on his behalf with every step he took. She halted her horse. “Get on.”

				He looked up at her. “Aren’t you afraid I’ll take control of the horse and accomplish what I came for?”

				She scowled. “Do you want something else broken?”

				His mouth quirked, but he didn’t move.

				Impatient, she said, “I’m the lightest rider here, and Beatris isn’t going to call a halt to redistribute the weight on the packhorses for your sake.” Besides, she was curious about the prince.

				He laughed soundlessly and took her offered hand, swinging easily into the saddle behind her.

				As soon as he settled into place, she wished she hadn’t insisted. What had she been thinking, asking the prince of her homeland’s enemy to ride behind her? But telling him to dismount again would be ridiculous.

				At the very least she could glean some information from him. She sought a safe topic and settled on the one that had preoccupied her throughout this journey. “Tell me about Helsmont.”

				She’d caught him off guard. “What?”

				“I’ve never been there. And I don’t have a conveniently planted spy, either.”

				“His reports were mostly concerned with military matters,” Herrol said cautiously.

				She huffed in exasperation. “No one can tell me anything useful about it. I’m almost coming to think it’s a mythical place.”

				“It might as well be. It’s shrouded in legend as much as fog.”

				Fog. She sighed. She liked sunlight and green woods. “What about Kenasgate, then?”

				“You have to stop trying to ferret military secrets out of me.” When she twisted around to make an indignant reply, he laughed. “I know what you meant. What did you want to know?”

				She thought for a moment. “What do you miss?”

				“You’re assuming there’s something that I do miss.”

				“Truly? Nothing at all?” She already ached with longing for familiar people and surroundings. Mostly Dereth.

				“It’s been constant raiding for me. I barely remember my home.” But he relented after a few moments. “As a boy I liked to play near the river by the dragon’s spine bridge.”

				Her memories didn’t reach that far back. Her father had installed archers on the riverbank by that bridge early in her childhood, when the war between Kenasgate and Anagard had intensified. Herrol tactfully didn’t mention this fact, however, and instead reminisced about how he had led an unlikely cabal of nobles’ and servants’ sons alike into various scrapes.

				He reminded her of Dereth, who probably would have done the same if he hadn’t been kept busy by his unruly sister. She had heard the king of Kenasgate was intractable, but for a moment she allowed herself to entertain the notion of their two realms meeting in peace after Herrol took the throne. He didn’t strike her as a bad sort, at least when he wasn’t trying to abduct her.

				The air grew thinner as they traveled onward and upward. Beatris began riding closer to her and with a warier eye. She’d heard of how some folk didn’t fare well in these higher climes and she occasionally found herself short of breath, but otherwise felt fine. Her worst complaint was of the creeping cold that led her to roll herself up in her cloak before going to sleep. Not even Beatris’s laconic, “Get up, caterpillar” in the morning dissuaded her from the practice.

				Herrol didn’t fare as well, developing a throbbing headache and spells of dizziness that had Beatris threatening to tie him into the saddle. It was no idle threat, either. She brought out a length of rope.

				“You’re not going to truss me up like a lamb for the spit,” Herrol protested.

				“It’s a long tumble down,” Beatris said. “Will your king pay ransom for a pile of broken bones picked clean by birds?” She gestured upward at the eagle circling them as though already anticipating carrion.

				Herrol paled but set his jaw. “So thoughtful. I’ll walk.”

				Beatris shrugged. “Keep your hand on a pack-horse’s lead and try not to drag it over the edge with you. And I’ll notice if you try to slip away.”

				He set his jaw. “I gave you my word.”

				“Some temptations overcome even the most honest men’s honor.” It was clear she didn’t include Herrol among their number.

				Although sympathetic to Herrol’s suffering, Kimri welcomed the delays he caused. It put off her fate a little longer.

				But although their path steepened and took them into even thinner air, Herrol’s ailment eased after a few days. In good time, too, for they had to wend their way along a precipitous drop with room for only one abreast. Kimri kicked a small pebble over the edge and watched it fall a long way down.

				“We’ll have to walk our horses from here,” Beatris said. “Ours are used to this path, but will yours cope?”

				Kimri stroked Redwing’s muzzle. “She will.” She couldn’t help feeling a flare of pride when Beatris simply accepted her word.

				They made their way past the cliff safely and crested the next peak. Her eyes widened and she leaned forward to get a better look. Their way lay gently downward now, and she could see the city of Helsmont tucked in that valley, named for the kingdom as all capitols were. They had nearly arrived.

				An eagle’s shadow passed over them as though in omen: the rest of her life would be spent overcast by these mountains. Her stomach churned, but she swung herself into the saddle when Beatris did and let the guards close around her as they rode forward.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				A tall figure stood alone by the gates. At first she thought it must be a guard, perhaps the commandant of the city garrison, but Beatris turned to her. “There my task ends.”

				Beatris had promised to take her directly to King Tathan. So this was the mountain-king, her betrothed. She tried to make out details of his face: a serious mouth and touches of gray in his black hair. She couldn’t see his eyes, for they were shaded by his hand as he watched them approach. He was a big-boned man, but as they drew closer he moved toward them with swift, smooth strides instead of a giant’s plod.

				He reached her side and would have lifted her off her horse if she hadn’t hastily dismounted just in time. What had she been thinking, staying mounted as though he were some underling? Her mare sensed her nervousness and shied away, and Kimri grabbed the reins as she stared up at him. It was one thing to be told she would marry the mountain-king, and another thing entirely to actually meet him. He’s…not as old as I expected. His features were craggy but not unhandsome, and set in an expectant expression. Flustered, she forgot to greet him properly and blurted out, “How did you know we were coming?”

				“I know everything that happens in these mountains.” His voice was deep, like the rumblings of an avalanche felt before it was seen. It seemed to hum along her bones.

				She couldn’t help feeling relieved when he turned his regard to the guards. They had already dismounted, and as he looked toward them, they touched their hilts and their hearts in salute. Beatris stood at their forefront. “My king, I bring your betrothed, Princess Kimri, unharmed.”

				“You’re not counting the blisters,” he said, and Kimri flexed her feet within her boots, feeling them ache.

				Beatris shrugged. “I’m only human.”

				The king smiled. She could see now that his eyes were green like pine. “You did well.”

				For the first time, Beatris looked at peace.

				“I also bring you a prisoner, Prince Herrol of Kenasgate.” Beatris prodded him forward.

				“Your father cannot be pleased that you are here,” the king said to him.

				Herrol raised his head and said nothing.

				“Unless he’s the one who sent you into my realm.” The king eyed him speculatively.

				“He will offer you a handsome ransom.” Herrol’s voice was only a little strained.

				“I shall only take such,” the king said. “I will send a messenger to warn him of the price of trespassing in my land, although I’m sure your men will have already carried word to him.”

				“No doubt,” Herrol said, but after a pause. Apparently she wasn’t the only one disquieted by the king’s easy knowledge. How had he known the other soldiers from Kenasgate had escaped? Beatris hadn’t sent anyone ahead of them.

				“You’ll be treated fairly enough, for all that you tried to abduct my betrothed from within my borders,” the king went on. “Meliah, take him in ahead of us. Accommodations have been readied for him in the watchtower.”

				She watched Herrol lower his head and move on under guard. Oddly, she felt as though she were losing an ally.

				“Your betrothed accounted for herself well,” Beatris said unexpectedly. “She took the princeling.”

				The king turned to Kimri, an amused gleam in his eye. “So you do not only play at being a soldier.”

				She cursed the warmth creeping up her neck. How did he know about that time she had secretly joined a troop? Had Dereth told him? “I have many talents, King.” She lifted her chin.

				His eyes crinkled slightly. The knot in her belly loosened. “You are most welcome here, Princess Kimri of many talents.”

				“Of Anagard.” She wouldn’t yet relinquish that allegiance. She didn’t mean to sound so mulish, but she hadn’t forgotten that she hadn’t been given a choice about coming here.

				“Yes. Until the wedding.”

				Why dance around the subject? “When will that be?”

				“You will live in my household for a year, as according to the custom here. Then, if we still suit each other, we shall wed.”

				She wasn’t foolish enough to ask him what would happen if they didn’t suit each other. “A year?” she said instead.

				“So that a woman can come to know the man who would be her husband through all four seasons, we say.”

				It had the ring of both old lore and common sense, and offered a respite. After a year, marriage might seem an inevitability rather than an ambush.

				Resignation or terror. Bright choices indeed. Inclined toward neither, she met his gaze squarely. “And time for you to learn about me.”

				His smile deepened. “I look forward to it.”

				He turned and led them through the gates. As they entered the city, she looked around with unabashed curiosity. She hadn’t expected everything to be so different, from the dark stone of the buildings to the garb of the folk. Of course they would wear thicker clothes, but dyes seemed uncommon, leaving most in drab colors. The streets were narrower, and she saw a herd-dog keeping several goats trotting in a line in front of their herder so as to leave room for others to pass. There weren’t many carts or wagons, but some people carried loads on wooden frames strapped to their backs. She couldn’t help noting a tendency toward simplicity, so much so that they looked more like peasants than townsfolk.

				People came out of their doors to watch her in return, although they didn’t approach. Didn’t her arrival merit a welcoming parade or some sort of celebration? She was their future queen, after all. But the most she received was a smile from a woman wearing a flour-dusted apron.

				“I asked them to let you ease into your first day,” the mountain-king said as though he sensed her disquiet. “I thought you’d be weary from your journey, and I didn’t think a crowd of people would help.”

				“I actually couldn’t feel less tired,” she confessed. She felt like a hound encountering something unfamiliar: ears pricked forward, eyes keen, tail slightly raised. “There’s so much to take in. It’d be a shame to miss any of it.” She might not have wanted to come here, but now that she’d entered the mystery-shrouded city, she wanted to find out as much as she could.

				They reached the outer walls of the keep and passed through. She halted. In the center of the courtyard was a dance: two people and four blades, the song of swords striking, the flash of sun off of steel. She sensed nothing vicious in each attack and parry, only a harmonious rhythm as the swordsmen flowed river-like from one move to the next. Then came a shift, and one of them threw himself into a suddenly aggressive attack, only to move swiftly away once his swords were deflected and wait. The other changed his style to suit, prowling closer, each step a deliberate decision.

				The entire procession had stopped because she had. “I want to learn,” she breathed.

				“It is only the best of our warriors who sword-dance,” the mountain-king said, not brusquely, but her cheeks flamed all the same.

				She would prove she was no soft maid. She held her hand out to Beatris. “Your bow.” Archery was a barely acceptable pastime for noblewomen in Anagard, and she’d practiced enough to have a fair hand at it.

				Beatris glanced at the king, who considered Kimri a moment before nodding. Then the commandant unslung her bow and offered it to her with two hands.

				It was the wrong length for her, but she took it and strung it, bending to brace it against her knee and pull it to the proper curve. When she was done, she accepted the arrow Beatris offered. She looked up at the mountain-king. “A target.”

				He pointed to a woven basket in a distant corner.

				She lifted the bow and drew the string back with her thumb, almost to her eye, and centered herself. She dismissed the world and did her best to focus solely upon that basket, the pattern of its fibers, how it would yield to the arrowhead.

				But she felt the presence of the king, like a shadow touching hers. No matter how much she concentrated, he lurked in her thoughts.

				She loosed the arrow and bit her lip as it landed wide of the basket.

				“Maybe you can start by learning archery instead,” Beatris said.

				Kimri’s eyes narrowed. She nocked another arrow and let it fly straight and true through the handle of the basket’s lid.

				The boy who’d run to that corner to pick up the first arrow squeaked and jumped back.

				“Or learning not to hit people,” the commandant added.

				The king raised a hand before Kimri could manage either apology or retort. “I will assign a sword-dancer to teach you.”

				Startled, she said, “But I just—” She stopped herself. “Thank you, King.”

				He smiled briefly. “Now if we’re done in the courtyard…”

				She returned the bow to Beatris. “Thank you.”

				“I’ll be glad to mock you before every shot if that’s what makes you aim well,” the commandant remarked, and Kimri had to laugh.

				They paused again in the stables, and a boy offered to take her mare. She hesitated. “Can I settle her in myself?” Redwing was a good companion, and Kimri didn’t like leaving her in unfamiliar hands.

				To her relief, the king nodded, and his expression even seemed approving.

				All the guards stabled and brushed their own mounts, while the stable hands tended to the pack-horses. Even the mountain-king took up a hoof pick with a competent hand, and all of the horses stood calmly as he picked up their feet and cleaned them.

				“He can’t be too bad,” Kimri said softly to her mare, who whuffled into her hair and then promptly abandoned her for her feed bucket.

				“You’re dismissed, save the commandant,” the king said to the guards once all the horses were contentedly stabled. “With my thanks for a duty well-rendered.”

				The guards touched their hilts and their hearts, then filed away with their saddlebags slung over their shoulders. No one made a move toward hers, so after a moment she picked them up herself.

				The king and Beatris resumed walking toward the keep with Kimri between them, placing her right in the middle of their conversation.

				“Is there anything else I should know about the attack?” the mountain-king asked.

				“If anything, it was too easy to overcome,” Beatris said. “I wonder if the king of Kenasgate even knew of it. An experienced commandant would have prepared better.”

				The king sighed. “Untangling politics always gives me a headache.”

				Kimri had never envied Dereth that task either. I guess there’s a reason why Helsmont has little to do with other realms.

				“And the guards?”

				Beatris gave a brief yet thorough rundown on how each man had performed. Kimri listened with interest. She’d noticed the same actions but hadn’t put them together into such a cohesive picture of the guards’ competence. Her escort was elite indeed, if a single minute’s tardiness in taking a night-watch shift was considered noteworthy.

				“Should I be hearing this?” she asked, remembering how Herrol had admonished her for seeking military secrets.

				“Why not? It’s not as though you’d tell the guards anything they didn’t know,” Beatris said, practical as ever.

				“And there’s a chance you may be interested in the men who’ll serve you as queen,” the king said. “I would hate to waste a year keeping you from learning anything useful about Helsmont.”

				Her mother had died when she and Dereth were young, and their father had never remarried, but she had seen from Dereth’s training that he was expected to hold sole rule. He had councilors, of course, but when he wed he would find a consort who would bring a strong political alliance and healthy babies, not a queen who would share his power. The mountain-king had ruled Helsmont alone for as long as Kimri remembered, and yet he sounded as though he expected more from her.

				“Cheyrit did well when tracking the horses,” she offered. “He could tell right off which way they went.”

				The king didn’t blink as he took in the feedback. “He’s always been woods-wise. I should set him to teaching Samir.”

				Beatris nodded. “I’ll put them both on hunting.”

				“Give them some days off duty first,” the king said. “I know you barely noticed it, but it’s a hard journey down and back up the mountain.”

				“It’s hard enough for some of us just going up,” Kimri said, feeling the aches from the ride.

				The king immediately turned to her with a concerned look. “If you wish to rest, I’ll have you shown to your room. My seneschal is about somewhere…”

				The thought of being trapped inside the same building as her betrothed set off a sudden wave of restlessness. “I’d like to see the rest of Helsmont. Could I just drop off my saddlebags and look around?”

				“Of course. The entire city is yours to see.” He paused. “You don’t want someone to accompany you?”

				Astonished to be given a choice, she said, “I don’t?” She caught herself. “I mean, I don’t. I won’t cause any trouble.”

				Dereth never would have believed her—and not without cause—and Beatris raised a sardonic brow, but the mountain-king seemed to take her at her word, although a look of disappointment passed over his face. “Anyone will direct you if you get lost. Your room is on the uppermost floor. Turn right from the stairs and go to the end of the hall.”

				She set off before he changed his mind, somehow coaxing her legs to take her up the four flights. Tapestries covered the walls, each depicting a different animal but with its background scenery flowing seamlessly into the next. It took her longer than it should have to reach her door as she admired the vivid dyes. The last tapestry portrayed a horned dragon curled about a peak, and unlike the others it looked ancient and faded, the dragon so gray it was almost indistinguishable from the stone of the mountain.

				Her room was generous in size and appointed with plain but well-crafted furnishings, even a desk with paper and inkwell and quill. The wood had the smooth sheen of years of handling. She slid her fingertips across its surface, glad to have it. Most noblewomen of Anagard couldn’t write, but she’d sidestepped that custom by nagging Dereth into teaching her. Now it meant she could write him without relying upon a scribe.

				She was even happier to see the fireplace, which would stave off the omnipresent cold, and then was ironically drawn to the window, whereby the cold came in. The view was of the part of the city she’d come in by, which she recognized by a certain red-roofed building and the well in the center of an open square.

				She dropped her saddlebags in the corner and winced at the amount of dust that rose up. They slumped there, looking forlorn and out of place. She hadn’t had much to bring. Some of the pack-horses had borne more of her things, along with some hastily assembled wedding finery, but even so it would take more than objects to make this space feel like her own.

				Determined to learn more about Helsmont, she headed back downstairs and through the courtyard to the city proper. She found her way to the well to gather the local gossip. This late in the day, though, not many people were lingering there. The few she saw moved purposefully on their way. She tried to guess their stories: a group of men with newly trimmed beards and brawny arms might be miners returning to their families, and the young woman with a basket on her arm, rushing through the square, had been sent out on some task and tarried with her sweetheart, only to realize the hour.

				She leaned against the stones of the well and stared down into its depths, wondering what the water tasted like. She’d never operated a windlass before, though.

				“Princess?” someone asked tentatively, and she turned to see an older man standing beside her, holding a donkey’s lead. “Do you need anything?”

				She waved him off, too embarrassed to explain her plight. “No, I’m just looking around. You can be on your way.”

				His mouth quirked. “Very well, Princess. Once I’ve watered this fellow. Could you…?” He gestured her to one side, and she stepped out of his way with her cheeks burning. He came up to the well and drew out water, which he poured into a trough for his donkey.

				After he’d headed off, she pulled up her own bucket of water—it wasn’t so hard, now that she’d seen it done—and dipped in a hand to taste it. It was icy cold but had a crisp, clean taste that made the numbness of her fingers worthwhile.

				She wandered onward, carefully noting her direction so she’d be able to return to the keep: a left turn at this house with a gracefully arched door, then past the maple tree that shaded a slate wall. The next time she paused to take her bearings, another person, this time an aproned matron, asked whether she needed anything. Kimri gave her another embarrassed demurral, but the apron reminded her of the baker woman who had smiled at her. She’d been standing somewhere in this area. Kimri sniffed the air and caught a whiff of bread. She impulsively followed it to a building and knocked on the door.

				“It’s open,” someone called, so she opened it and went in. It was indeed a bakery, suffused with warmth and the aroma of bread.

				“Princess,” a man seated at the back said, sounding surprised. It was Samir, one of the guards who’d been in her escort. He pushed himself to his feet, still in his leathers but with flour speckled over them. He held a half-eaten slice of pie in his hand. “Do you need anything?”

				She blinked at him. “I didn’t know you were here. I’m just exploring the city, and this smelled like a bakery…”

				“Indeed it is,” a woman said, setting down a tray to come forward and wiping her hands. She was the one whom Kimri had seen. “I’m Emeray, and you’re welcome to my shop, Princess.”

				“Emeray is my wife,” Samir said. “I was just telling her about our journey.”

				Emeray smiled at her again. “I’m glad to meet you. I should warn you, everyone is terribly curious about you.”

				“Me?” At Anagard she’d been the afterthought, the king’s daughter and then the king’s sister who had strange ways and no influence. People had turned a weary eye upon her if at all. And the folk here had barely spoken to her.

				“Of course. We’d hardly heard anything about you before the king announced his betrothal.”

				Samir smiled at his wife. “You were certainly asking me enough questions about her just now.”

				It somehow seemed fair that the king and Beatris had been speaking of the guards in front of her while the guards were reporting on their king’s betrothed. “Well, I’m here if you want to ask me anything directly.”

				Samir made an approving sound and settled back into his seat. “Go ahead,” he said to Emeray. “It’ll let me stop talking and give me a chance to finish my pie.” He took a bite.

				To Kimri’s mortification, her stomach rumbled.

				Samir chuckled and reached behind Emeray to pick one of the rolls off her tray. “Here, Princess.”

				“You wouldn’t rather eat at the keep?” Emeray asked her.

				Samir made a scoffing noise. “The princess has eaten trail tack for the last few days. Even if you weren’t a marvelous baker, love, she’d find your bread delicious.”

				“I just thought our king might be expecting her to sup with him,” his wife said mildly.

				“I think our king would expect us to feed her if she showed up at our door hungry.” He still held out the roll, so she took it and bit into it.

				A berry filling oozed out, hot and sweet. She savored it before eagerly devouring the rest of the flaky pastry, licking the last crumbs off her fingers. “That was delicious.” The taste still lingered on her tongue, and she almost asked for another when she remembered, This is her livelihood. “Oh—what do I owe you?”

				Emeray waved off the question. “You’re doing me a favor, keeping my husband from eating so many he can’t fit into his leathers anymore.”

				“The perils of wedding a baker,” Samir said, looking content indeed.

				“Do you want another?” Emeray asked.

				She shook her head reluctantly. “You’re right, I should go back to the keep.”

				But even as she turned toward the door, it was flung open and two boys burst in. “You’re home!” one shouted and ran to hug Samir. The other hung back, staring at Kimri. She eyed him back.

				“You’re the princess,” he said in tones of enlightenment.

				“So you know me, but who are you?” she asked.

				“Zerel. That’s my brother Benish. We’re twins.”

				She compared their features. “I see that. How should I keep you two straight?”

				He grinned. “It’s more fun if you don’t.”

				“Zerel!” Emeray scolded him. “He’s the one with the mouth on him, Princess—that’s how you’ll know.”

				“I’m glad to have met your family,” she said. “But I’ll let you be now.”

				“Will you come back, Princess?” Benish asked through the roll he was chewing.

				She smiled at him. “Surely. You’re eating one of the reasons why.”

				They let her go with a minimum of fuss. Samir’s family must be glad to have him back in Helsmont, and they deserved time together without a stranger lurking among them.

				The sky began to darken as she made her way back. Any later and she might have had trouble recognizing the landmarks she’d noted earlier, although the silhouette of the keep’s towers would have kept her in the right direction. She was less prepared for how much colder it became when the sun set, and kept her steps brisk and her hands tucked under her arms to stay warm. But she reached the keep without incident, and the guard at the open gates nodded to her and said, “Princess,” as she passed through, as though seeing her alone at this hour were perfectly normal.

				She crossed the courtyard, only to be approached by a reed-thin man, younger than his gray hair might suggest. He looked tired but had kind eyes. “Princess, I’m Rendel. The seneschal of the keep.”

				“I think the king meant for me to meet you,” she said. “You can show me how things work here.”

				He smiled. “I can, especially while you don’t have a maidservant. I know noblewomen in Anagard usually have one. Merinee was supposed to be here, but her brother broke his leg, so she’s busy tending his goats. We don’t really have anyone else suitable—there hasn’t been a proper lady here for a long while.”

				“I hardly count,” she said. “I can survive without a maidservant for a while. The last one I had in Anagard quit in despair.”

				He blinked. “Merinee is stouter-hearted than that. But while she’s gone, let me know if you need anything.”

				“Supper would be nice.” That roll seemed to have only aroused her appetite further.

				He gave her that quick smile again. “There’s always something to be found in the kitchen. Meals are informal here, although I hear it’s different in the riverlands.”

				“We haven’t held court for a while. The war disrupted the noble houses.”

				“Ah. We have no noble houses in Helsmont.”

				He led her to the kitchens and introduced her to the cook, who took pity on her and gave her a bowl of hearty stew. Anyone who gave her warm food, Kimri decided, would be a lifelong friend, even if he expected her to eat it while sitting like a servant at a rough-hewn table amidst the bustle of the kitchens. The heat of the cooking fire and the cheerful chatter were far more comfortable than the lifeless meals governed by two dozen rules of etiquette back home.

				The cook also tried to urge some stew upon Rendel, but he demurred and then disappeared to resume whatever duties she’d interrupted. After eating, she made her way up the stairs to her room alone. The rest of her things had been stacked neatly next to her saddlebags and a fire had been started and banked in the fireplace.

				She said aloud, “It’s not so bad, Dereth,” and was immediately overcome by a wave of homesickness. She would write her brother on the morrow to reassure him of her safe arrival, and hope for a trader heading toward Anagard soon who could take her letter. Tonight she was too tired to manage a quill with any legibility.

				Burrowed under the generous layers of blankets on the bed, she managed to get warm enough to fall asleep.

				* * *

				A knock woke her while the sky outside her window was still dark. It was freezing. Heedless of dignity, she wrapped a blanket around herself and shambled to the door to find a man of slight build and sharp eyes standing outside. He held a pair of sheathed swords. “The king sent me to teach you sword-dancing, Princess. I am Jakkis.”

				“Lessons start before dawn?”

				“Yes, Princess.” He didn’t look amenable to returning at another hour.

				She smothered a yawn with her hand and resigned herself. She’d asked to learn, after all, although no one had mentioned the timing. “What do I need?”

				He eyed her. “An alert mind, most of all. Ask for mint tea in the kitchens on the way to the courtyard.” Then he walked off.

				Muttering imprecations, she dressed and twisted her hair into a knot. The effort woke her a little, but she was still grateful for the soothing warmth of the mug in her hands and the strong, sharp flavor of the tea tingling upon her tongue before she made her way to the courtyard—which was even colder than her room, if that was possible.

				“Here. Take stance.” He offered her the swords. She drew one in each hand and reflexively assumed a ready position. One blade drooped noticeably below the other.

				“So.” He stepped back, getting a better look at all of her. “You know how to hold a sword correctly with your right hand, at least.”

				“I learned a little from my brother.” She relaxed a little, relieved he hadn’t dismissed her out of hand. She admired the swords she held. Helsmont had a deserved reputation for the quality of its steel, and these were beautifully crafted blades. She almost forgave Dereth for being willing to trade her for a hundred of these.

				“I thought they didn’t allow women to fight in Anagard.”

				“I’m not in Anagard any more, am I?”

				He had a gruff laugh, rather like that of one of her uncles. “I see Beatris has already influenced you.”

				She decided not to mention she’d had a rebellious streak long before she’d ever met Beatris, but his obvious approval made her warm to him. “It was a surprise to see her. Not only a female guard, but a commandant.”

				“She’s among the best. But then again, I trained her.”

				“Does that mean there’s hope for me?”

				“It’s not always based on merit. I’m teaching you because you’re our king’s betrothed. And I taught her because she’s my daughter.”

				She studied his face. “I see it.” It was in the shared sweep of brow, the angle of cheekbone. Also in the confidence of manner. Then she lost her focus as her left arm started to tremble.

				“Never drop a sword.” He said it mildly enough, but she immediately tightened her grip. “No. Don’t squeeze so hard. You’re not milking a goat.”

				“If I don’t squeeze, I’ll drop it.”

				“Then put it down.”

				She meekly lowered the sword.

				“If you wish to learn to fight with the sword, you should stay with one blade,” he said. “You could do well enough.”

				She shook her head. “I don’t want to be a swordswoman. The little training I got was more because I wanted to do whatever my brother did. I don’t think I could take a life, and in the end, swordplay is meant for killing. The sword-dance seems like something else.” It brought beauty instead of death. “We don’t have anything like it in Anagard.”

				“It’s an old ritual, forgotten in most places. If you wish to master it, you’ll have to work on balancing your arm strength. I’ll show you some exercises. You’ll practice them daily.”

				She nodded.

				“Now. Again.”

				She groaned and lifted the sword once more.

				After over an hour in that stance, the memory of it was locked into her muscles, especially in her left arm. Thankfully, the guards clattered into the courtyard for practice, ending her lesson and freeing her to return to her room. Impossibly, the stairs were even harder to climb than they had been yesterday. She trudged upward, head down, and almost crashed into the mountain-king.

				He evaded her smoothly and caught her arm when she suddenly realized he was there and almost misstepped the next stair. He had a powerful grip and rock-steady balance that didn’t budge as she found her feet.

				“Sorry!” She was a little breathless at the thought of almost having fallen down three flights. Or was it from his proximity?

				He didn’t let go. “You look wearied and it’s early yet. Did you sleep well enough?”

				“Sword-dancing lessons,” she explained, the words coming in a rush. “I think Jakkis wanted to start them before everyone else woke up and could see me floundering in the courtyard, so really, it was a kindness. As you’ve just seen, I can be clumsy.”

				“No one stays clumsy for long under Jakkis’s training. You must be sore. I’ll have a bath sent up to you.”

				The thought of soaking in hot water tempted her, but she’d never be able to drag herself out, and it was still early morning. “No need.”

				“Will you breakfast with me, then?”

				She’d already spent yesterday avoiding him, and she couldn’t go without seeing him forever. She nodded.

				“This way.” He released her at last. She’d gotten so used to his hold that her upper arm felt cold without the heat of his hand. She rubbed at the spot absently as she followed him, trying to restore that warmth.

				Breakfast was in the northwestern tower, on a terrace with a low enough ledge for the food to be set upon once Rendel brought it. The mountain-king sat on one end of a short bench and looked at her expectantly. So this is the royal dining room? She seated herself beside him and found herself looking out upon the mountains, burnished with trees in autumnal hues.

				They ate in silence for a time. She didn’t know what to say, and he didn’t seem to feel the need to speak. And he’s the one who thought we should get to know each other during the betrothal. Instead he seemed to blend into the background, as solid and steady as the peaks in the distance. She let her attention wander. Sounds drifted up from the courtyard: traders making deliveries, guards practicing, a child singing and skipping. A wayward wind brought wispy seeds dancing through the air in front of them. She ate her bread absently, watching the light change along the slopes and treetops.

				A magpie soared by, then lazily circled back and landed by their feet with a few hops. It pecked at some crumbs that had fallen. She held still with her bread halfway to her mouth so as not to disturb it.

				The mountain-king chuckled. “You can keep eating. He won’t startle that easily.”

				She was the one who startled, from the sound of his voice. The magpie didn’t react. She lifted the bread cautiously and the bird still didn’t flee. A few slow chews later, she decided to take the king at his word. “Is he tame?”

				“No, but he’s a frequent visitor. At least, whenever I eat here.”

				She pulled a knee up to rest her chin upon and slanted her gaze toward him. He was watching the bird, but as though he felt her looking at him, turned to her and patiently bore her regard.

				For all his large size, he didn’t intimidate her physically. He carried too much of a sense of calm about him. Even his broad hands, curved around a mug, seemed relaxed and unlikely to ever be wielded in threat. Someone who had wrenched her life around so drastically ought to seem more dangerous.

				Her gaze moved to his face. He wasn’t handsome, not like the men of Anagard’s noble houses, who tended toward clean-shaven faces and lean builds, but he fascinated her eye nonetheless. His features were strong and rugged, his skin tanned and textured from sun and wind. If she dared spread her fingers upon his shoulders, she didn’t think her hands would span their breadth.

				She couldn’t imagine touching him. It would be like reaching out to the face of a mountain.

				She finally looked away to pick up her own mug. It was filled with a spiced milk blend, surprisingly pleasing to her tongue. “Do you take breakfast here every morning?” she asked after a long swallow.

				“Usually,” he said. “I like to start each day with a view of my realm.”

				“We don’t have any sights like this in Anagard.” After a moment, she added, “I could grow to like it.”

				His smile was slow and pleased. She could grow to like that too.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				To her relief, he rose after breakfast with a few apologetic words about needing to see to someone. His presence disquieted her, as she couldn’t quite reconcile this quiet man with the reason she’d had to leave Anagard. She wasn’t sure why he’d had her dragged here only to delay the wedding a year, requested her presence at an intimate breakfast with a gorgeous view and then spoken but a few dozen words during the entire meal. Did he want her as his bride or not?

				She had no duties, so she headed up to her room and wrote a letter to Dereth to let him know she’d arrived safely. She glossed over the ambush, but he would no doubt read about it and mutter something about how she’d gotten into trouble even before reaching Helsmont’s capitol. It wouldn’t matter that it wasn’t her fault. As he’d noted on many occasions, that didn’t seem to stop trouble from finding her.

				She wrote nothing about the mountain-king, save to note that his hospitality thus far had been gracious.

				She found Rendel and asked him about sending her letter. He took it and told her that traders made their way to Anagard regularly. “And even in the worst winter storms, messengers can be sent on hardy mountain ponies or on skis, but these are reserved for urgent missives.”

				“Mine’s hardly that,” she said. It was Dereth’s response that she hoped would be speedy.

				“It’s still autumn, Princess. But I thought you might want to know that we’re not completely closed off during the snowy season.”

				She blushed. Was it so obvious she considered Helsmont to be poised at the end of the world? And if winter was so far off, how much colder would it become?

				The best way to stay warm, she’d learned, was to keep moving. Curious about the mountain ponies he’d mentioned, she made her way to the stables. They were of a short-legged, stoic breed and didn’t seem overly curious about her presence. She could easily see them plodding through a blizzard without changing pace or spooking. “More people could use the disposition bred into you,” she told them. She was probably among them.

				While she was there, she checked on Redwing and couldn’t find any fault with the care given her. As she stroked the sorrel’s face, her mare whuffled at her as though inviting her to ride. Kimri hesitated, sorely tempted for a moment to throw on her saddle and take off, but she didn’t trust her riding skills on these mountain paths. She would have to find someone to show her a reliable route. Her horse was the most valuable thing she’d brought from Anagard—as a friend, too, not just as a commodity—and Kimri wouldn’t carelessly risk her.

				One of the stable hands tried to describe a path to her, but none of the landmarks he mentioned were familiar. She was making him repeat himself for the second time when one of the guards who’d escorted her walked in, followed by a woman also wearing a guard’s leathers. “Princess,” Damano greeted her. “Do you need anything?”

				Everyone’s always asking me that. Do I look so helpless here in Helsmont? “Just trying to work out a good riding route so I don’t go mad circling the courtyard.”

				“You can come with us,” he offered. “We’re on perimeter duty, Yerra and I.”

				The woman ducked her head with a smile. “Princess.” She had a lovely high voice, almost girlish. Unlike Beatris, she wore her hair long but braided close to her skull.

				“If I won’t slow you down too much.” Although she wouldn’t get to go riding on her own, as she’d hoped, at least she would have a guide on these unfamiliar paths.

				“I’ve seen you handle horses,” Damano said. “I’m sure we’ll be keeping up with you.”

				Yerra added, “I also heard how you handled the prince when he tried to kidnap you, Princess. You’re welcome on any guard duty. Especially ones to keep Kenasgate raiders out of our borders.”

				“I caught him by surprise.” They wouldn’t dare invite her to the guards’ practice bouts and most onerous shifts, would they? No one here seemed to respect her rank.

				Yerra laughed. “Don’t worry, we won’t hold you to the same standards.”

				They mounted up and rode toward the city gates. On the way, people cheerfully hailed not only the guards, but Kimri as well. “Good day, Princess!” two young voices chorused, and she saw the twin boys from the bakery, Benish jumping up and down to get her attention. She waved to them. Maybe there was something to be said for such informality. No one in Anagard would have dared greet Dereth that way.

				They rode a slow circuit around the city walls, which took less time than she’d expected. Helsmont was smaller than Anagard, and Yerra had a wicked sense of humor that kept Kimri too busy laughing to note the passage of time. She garnered some useful information, as well, when the guards described the major routes in each direction, and they pointed out a riding path to the north she could take when she wanted a safe but less-traveled route. “It doesn’t actually lead anywhere,” Damano explained. “But going along it and back is decent exercise for any horse, especially up here in the mountains.”

				The guards checked that the paths were clear of any obstruction, noting which they might need to send a crew out to. They also had their bows and swords in case trouble made its way here. Desperate bandits weren’t unheard of, even this high.

				But their only excitement was coming across a trader and his mules on their way into Helsmont. The man was understandably harried from his journey and didn’t stop to talk with them for long, preferring to reach the city as quickly as he could. But she could tell he was heartened by the brief encounter. Anagard—and Kenasgate, she knew—posted garrisons within towns, but didn’t patrol outside them, leaving travelers on their own on the paths between. She would have to suggest it to Dereth. It might give the soldiers something to do other than drink ale and chase the local women.

				At one point a small mammal dashed across her path, startling her mare. It moved too quickly for her to see it clearly. “What was that?”

				Damano squinted at the undergrowth into which it’d run. “Likely a chipmunk.”

				“Do you set traps along your circuit?” She didn’t have much of a stomach for hunting or trapping, but it seemed a sensible way to feed people in these mountains.

				“No,” Yerra said. At Kimri’s questioning look, she explained, “They grow wary of the traps quickly, and it would be a distraction for us anyway. Can you imagine trying to fight bandits while skinning squirrels and holding off interested bears at the same time?”

				“I thought guards could do anything!” Kimri grinned.

				“We don’t like to show off too much,” Yerra said. “It’d scare those bandits right out of attacking us, and then how would we get our fun?”

				The guards got their fun, Kimri discovered when they returned to the city, by gathering in a tavern most evenings and trading tales while drinking cider. They were a lively group without becoming overly boisterous, and some even brought their families, giving her a new host of names to remember. She was a little overwhelmed by the easy way they included her in their conversations—commoners in Anagard had been more circumspect. But the spouses and children kept her from being the only person who wasn’t a guard. She certainly didn’t count the ignominious occasion when she’d disguised herself as a youth and joined a raiding troop—into Helsmont, actually, although they’d meant to cut through to Kenasgate.

				The tales stretched taller until no one but Yerra could tell them with a straight face, and once yawns started claiming people, they began drifting home. Kimri made her way back to the keep and up the stairs to her room, and this time had no trouble dropping into slumber.

				* * *

				The cider had been mild enough to leave her no blearier than usual the next morning when Jakkis woke her. She liked to think she was a touch quicker this time to shiver her way into clothes, the kitchen and then the courtyard.

				Her arms and shoulders ached too much from yesterday’s workout for her to get much practicing done, so Jakkis set her to learning the ritual of sword-dancing, including the sibilant words uttered before a match. These were in no language she recognized, and Jakkis couldn’t even tell her a precise translation, only each phrase’s purpose. There was the formal greeting and challenge, then the opponent’s acceptance.

				“What about refusal?” she asked.

				He shook his head. “You never refuse a sword-dance. You only challenge those who are fit, and when you are challenged, you dance to the best of your ability. If you’re unsuited, someone else may claim your challenge.”

				She liked how the arrangement had the ring of honor. Duels in Anagard had become scarce since the war, but there’d been a time when they were messy, frequent affairs, with gauntlets hurled over absurdly petty slights. And, of course, they often ended in death. Sword-dancing in ancient times might have done the same, but Jakkis told her that in Helsmont, it only went to surrender. There was another phrase for that, one she would likely need to use often at first.

				After her lesson she looked up at the northwestern tower. Would the king be there? And if he was, would she want to see him? That hesitation decided her. She wouldn’t have anyone think her fearful of her own betrothed.

				She found the mountain-king sitting on his end of the bench, enough breakfast for two people laid out before him. She dared to presume that half of it was meant for her and sat next to him with a murmured greeting. He poured milk for her, and she relaxed. Two mugs surely could be taken as a definite invitation. He even opened the conversation.

				“How goes the sword-dancing?”

				“Slowly. But I did learn the ritual phrases.” She began to chant the words of greeting and he held up a hand.

				“They’re not to be spoken lightly.”

				“Oh, of course. I had no intention of challenging you. Jakkis somehow neglected to teach me the phrase for ‘my mistake.’”

				He smiled. “It’s not commonly uttered among sword-dancers.”

				The magpie flew down to the terrace, and as though it had been the last expected guest, they began to eat.

				She lifted the mug with her left hand and clumsily ate her food with the same. “Jakkis says I need to grow more dexterous with this hand,” she explained, blushing when her boiled egg slipped through her fingers and landed in the mountain-king’s lap.

				“Yes, that’s the hardest part of sword-dancing.” He picked up the egg without comment. Dereth would have made at least two jokes about her clumsiness, and before he’d become king, would have arranged for some reciprocal embarrassment to befall her. A messenger from Kenasgate probably would have drawn his sword and declared it an attack. The mountain-king simply took a bite.

				“I don’t know any other use for two swords at the same time,” she said, clinging to the topic of conversation so there would be no chance to mention errant eggs. “I suppose it’s because outside Helsmont, just the one is expensive enough.”

				“Yes, they’re our most valuable trading goods.”

				After all, her people had asked him for a hundred of them. She flushed. “I didn’t mean to boast about my bride-price.”

				“I know your brother didn’t let you go lightly.”

				But he still let me go. Because you asked for me. The mountain-king was the last person she wanted to talk to about this. “We needed those swords.”

				Her short tone made him pause. “If you’re interested in Helsmont steel, our most skilled smith can be found near the keep. I could show you—”

				“Thanks. I’ll find him on my own.”

				This time she could only blame her own prickliness for blighting the conversation. When they finished eating, he made his excuses and she watched his disappearing back with a wash of remorse. At least this time he’d been trying.

				She sought out the seneschal and asked him where to find this smith. Perhaps she could tell the king about her visit and prove to him that she could talk civilly about swords.

				She followed Rendel’s directions and the sound of ringing metal to a smithy, where the sword-smith—massive-armed, like all his type—let her warm herself by the forge while she watched him hammer Helsmont’s famed steel into a rough blade. It was one of a matched pair that the king had requested, intended for sword-dancing. “They’ll take a couple of months to finish, but they’re meant as a gift for Commandant Beatris,” the smith told her. “Seeing as how she brought you here safely, Princess.”

				“It seems I should be giving her something, then.”

				He chuckled. “She’s a proud one. She’ll take something from the king because she has to, but I’m sure she thought escorting you was only her rightful duty.”

				“She takes on a lot of responsibility, doesn’t she?”

				His bushy eyebrows climbed up. “She’s the first of all the guards in Helsmont, Princess.”

				“Oh.” She hadn’t realized she’d been entrusted to the care of the highest-ranking commandant. She winced. I shouldn’t have made that jest about her safeguarding my virginity. It’d been an inadvertent insult of Beatris’s skills, and complete ignorance of how the mountain-king had been honoring her.

				“Never you mind, Princess.” He set a hand on her shoulder and she stiffened, shocked at his familiarity. “We’ve grown up here, most of us, and we all know each other and never bother to say these things. We don’t send our gossip down the mountainside to Anagard, so how could you have known?”

				He spoke so kindly that she relaxed. The people here didn’t treat her like a princess. But they treated her like she belonged—more than she’d experienced in Anagard. The realization woke a new hunger in her to see and learn as much of Helsmont as possible.

				She told the king as much at their next breakfast, and in an oblique apology for the way she’d rejected his offer yesterday, asked, “Where else should I go?”

				He tilted his head, thinking. “It’s too sweet for my taste, but many traders make a point of stopping in the bakery.”

				She coughed. “I found Emeray’s on my first day.”

				“Hmm. I’m so accustomed to the city that it’s hard to know what a newcomer might find interesting. But if you want to see Helsmont from a different angle…”

				He took her outside of the keep, to an alley where a number of crates sat stacked against a wall. He set his hands atop one and pulled himself up smoothly. Then he turned and crouched to help her. She grinned as she scrambled up next to him. Who would’ve thought the mountain-king could be so undignified as to climb crates? And judging from the graceful ease with which he did, it wasn’t the first time. I don’t care where he’s taking me—just getting there is worth it.

				She got the knack of it after the next couple of crates, just in time to clamber up onto the roof of the adjacent building. It didn’t end there. He led her to the opposite edge, where they climbed up another level. She had to brace against the slope of the roof, but the edges of the tiles provided some foothold. It made for an exhilarating challenge, but not one so difficult that she feared falling.

				When they reached the apex of the next building, he stopped and waited for her to secure her balance beside him. Once she stood steadily, he guided her gaze down and outward. “From here you can see the city much more clearly than from the keep’s towers.”

				He was right. She could make out the details that made each building distinctive, rather than miniature structures. She could even see the people walking in the streets.

				He pointed to one building. “There’s the apothecary’s, and beside it, the leatherworker’s.” He turned slightly. “The market opens in that square once a week.”

				As he continued describing various sites, it did help to have an overhead view of the city in all directions. She could easily see the most direct route to each place, and where they were in relation to each other. After absorbing the list of landmarks, she slowly turned around in a full rotation to take in the whole city. The rooftop was even better than the tower in that there was no stone enclosing her, only the open air and all its freedom.

				She smiled at the king. “Thank you. I’ll know my way around now.” And she was on firmer footing with him, as well. He wouldn’t have taken the time to show her Helsmont if it wasn’t important to him that she feel more at home here. He might be a reserved man—particularly with words—but there was a stark sincerity to his actions she appreciated. “You’re lucky I’m not afraid of heights.”

				He arched his brows. “I’m so partial to them myself that I never even considered the possibility. You’re right, I am quite lucky.” He looked right at her as he said it.

				She ducked her head, not quite ready to meet the warmth in his gaze. She still had no idea how she’d attracted the interest of the mountain-king, but she was starting not to regret it.

				So she settled into a new routine with zest: early sword-dancing practice with Jakkis, breakfast with the mountain-king, and then anywhere her curiosity led her in the city. Often she encountered the king while he was out on his own business. She saw him helping to reroof a house and settle a dispute between merchants, and began to understand the easy respect his people accorded him. Once she bumped into him while visiting the bakery, where she learned that Emeray hadn’t expected twins, and that the king had named Zerel—a fact the boy seemed to think gave him special rights to perch on the king’s shoulders. He had a deft way with children, and had even mastered the knack of keeping them entertained while still retaining his dignity. Maybe I can pick that up from him, when the time comes.

				The mountain-king as a father—as the father of her children—wasn’t so discordant a thought as it once might have been. Any sons and daughters she bore could grow up happy here.

				When she needed space, she joined the guards on perimeter duty. But the city walls rarely offered anything new, especially since they never ventured far.

				One afternoon while wondering if there was anywhere in the city she hadn’t been yet, she looked up at the watchtower and remembered Herrol was being held there.

				The guard at its base didn’t seem surprised to see her, greeting her with a cheerful “Princess” and opening the door for her.

				She made her way up the steps. On each level she checked for Herrol, but found only storage rooms and a single closed door where no one responded to her knocking. Toward the top there was a bedroom, but he wasn’t within, so she continued onward.

				As it had in the northwestern tower, the view hit her first. Mountains surrounded them on one side behind a haze of fog, jagged layers of receding colors giving way to the cloud-streaked sky. But as she slowly pivoted southward, she saw the thread of blue that wended down toward the sea. There was Anagard, with its hills and woods. She hadn’t realized how beautiful her homeland was.

				“Princess,” someone said, and she looked over to see Borhin standing guard nearby. His cheek had healed nicely from the slash the Kenasgate soldiers had given him at the ambush. Herrol, the leader of that ambush, stood next to him, leaning on his elbows as he looked over the tower wall.

				“I just wanted to see how Herrol was doing,” she said.

				“I can’t leave my post,” Borhin said apologetically. “You could head downstairs if you want to speak in private, though.”

				“That’s fine. I wasn’t planning on saying anything scandalous anyway.”

				“That’s a pity,” Herrol said. “I’m sure Borhin was dying for some gossip.”

				The guard only said, “Unlike you, I get my share, since I actually leave this tower sometimes.”

				Herrol scowled, clearly stung, but said nothing.

				“You’re not allowed to leave?” She thought about being imprisoned within these cold walls and shivered. “I’ll talk to the king.”

				“I’m allowed to.” Herrol shrugged. “I just don’t bother.”

				“It’s freezing up here.”

				“I don’t notice it anymore.”

				She exchanged glances with the guard. She’d thought the guard unnecessarily caustic just now, but if he’d been dealing with a sullen prince for days, she couldn’t blame him. “Come on. There’s more to Helsmont than you can see from here, as fine as the view is. There’s a bakery you have to try.”

				“Emeray’s?” Borhin asked, and when she nodded, sighed in obvious longing. “Samir’s a lucky man. You shouldn’t miss it, Prince. Go on.”

				Herrol bristled a bit at this offhand order, but allowed her to coax him down the stairs. As they left the keep grounds, she kept an eye out for his spy, but nobody seemed to follow them, and Herrol didn’t approach anyone either. He remained prickly, even after being introduced to Emeray and her pastries. Kimri considered this level of surliness a feat.

				“How’s your nose?” she asked when they were alone again. Perhaps its being broken meant he couldn’t properly inhale the magical smells of the bakery.

				He almost touched it. “Healing. And my foot’s better too.”

				“Are they treating you well?”

				“Fine. Mostly ignoring me. What about you?”

				She considered. “About the same, although I thought of it as being left to my own devices.”

				“Hasn’t the mountain-king spent time with you?”

				She thought of their breakfasts and encounters about the city. They were still mostly amicably silent affairs, peppered with brief exchanges. Does it count as spending time with me when he barely says a word? “I suppose. I’m not sure what to make of him.”

				He chuckled. “You and generations of Kenasgate rulers. We’re not even sure when the current mountain-king came to power. They’re all the same, reclusive both in their own ways and with their realm. It shocked me when I found out about the alliance with Anagard. It’s unheard of.”

				“I imagine he needs an heir and wanted a bride of proper rank who would bring new blood.” That was one solace of this marriage, as she looked forward to having children.

				“Yes, I’m sorry I had no sisters to sacrifice in your lieu.”

				“To win Helsmont’s weapons for Kenasgate instead?” She grinned.

				He looked at her seriously. “I was thinking of you, actually, and how you don’t deserve to be stuck here.”

				“It’s not so bad. Perhaps it’s so isolated because people don’t want to leave.” She ignored his snort. “Everyone’s been so friendly and understanding of all the mistakes I make. And it’s beautiful here. There’s a wondrous view from the northwestern tower at sunrise, all trees and peaks and molten sky…”

				“You like it here,” he said wonderingly.

				She was as surprised as he. “I didn’t think I would. But the more time I spend here and the better I get to know the people…” She lifted her shoulders in a helpless shrug. “Except for the cold,” she added with a smile. “I’ll never get used to that.”

				“The cold’s the least of it. The city’s so insular, the guards undisciplined, the food…”

				“You’re complaining about the food after what we just ate?”

				“Well, not the bakery. But I’d kill to have a proper venison roast.”

				She mentally ran through a list of food she’d been offered and realized he was right; there hadn’t been any meat. Goats must be kept mostly for their milk, and game might be scarce this high in the mountains. “Well, at least you know you won’t get too fat for your armor even though you’re sitting around in a tower all day.”

				She’d been teasing, but he looked thoughtful. “Do you think the guards would let me practice with them?”

				“You’ll have to ask the king.” She couldn’t help feeling jealous of her time with Jakkis. She’d grown to appreciate her instructor’s acerbic ways and keen eye, and didn’t want to share her hour with him with anyone else. “Do you think you could practice with a woman?” Kenasgate was like Anagard in that it had no women soldiers.

				His brows lifted. “You know the sword?”

				“Only a bit. But I was thinking of Beatris, the commandant of my escort.”

				He sighed. “She trounced my men, didn’t she? I should better be willing to learn from her.”

				“I trounced you,” she couldn’t help pointing out.

				“Don’t remind me. That’s how I got here in the first place.”

				“And there are other women soldiers too.” She thought of Yerra, who’d had her bow drawn and an arrow nocked almost before Kimri had registered another presence on the path outside the city, that first day on perimeter duty. Yerra had put away her weapon just as smoothly once the trader came into sight, but if he had been a bandit, he would’ve had steel in his throat as soon as he showed his face. “You’re right, everything’s so different in Helsmont.”

				She still missed Anagard. But some things were better here. And her attitude seemed to rub off on Herrol, for he was almost his old self again by the time they returned to the tower. Borhin shot her a grateful glance, and she resolved to spend more time with the prince for the guard’s sake as much as her own.

				“Can Herrol train with the guards?” she asked the mountain-king the next morning at breakfast.

				He turned his thoughtful gaze upon her. “Do you think it wise, when your kingdoms are at war?”

				She hadn’t considered it in those terms. The Helsmont guards were renowned for their skill, and their training methods likely had something to do with it. “Probably not. But I’m worried about him wasting away in that tower.”

				“I would have returned him to his home by now, but the king of Kenasgate has been difficult. I didn’t want to put his realm under too great a strain, so I asked him to suggest a suitable ransom. His reply was insultingly low.”

				She was wondering how to delicately phrase the sentiment that the mountain-king’s pride might not be worth hosting a depressed prince, when he added, “Insulting to his son.”

				She considered that. What if Dereth had traded me off for a lead-string of goats? She would have been humiliated as well as furious. At least she’d known her brother hadn’t made the decision lightly. He had needed those weapons and Helsmont’s promise to keep out raiders.

				The mountain-king might not need anything Kenasgate had to offer, but the ransom amount would be a demonstration of how much Herrol was valued. And he would likely become the next king of Kenasgate. These were matters she’d rarely contemplated before, but she would have to know more about politics if she were to become queen.

				It was the first time she’d really considered the notion of being queen seriously. It scared her a little, for she’d grown up never thinking she’d hold any true responsibility. She was unprepared to share rule. Still, hadn’t she forced Dereth to share all his lessons with her? And the mountain-king surely wouldn’t let her remain ignorant of anything she needed to know.

				She glanced at him. He didn’t seem to mind her contemplative silence, and she’d grown used to the comfortable quiet in which they spent most of their time together. She might ask an occasional question when she wondered about some aspect of Helsmont; he would respond in that beautifully deep voice of his, and then they’d return to wordless eating. She’d never felt this unhurried with anyone else. Hadn’t Dereth rushed her out of Anagard with only a few weeks’ warning? The mountain-king had given her an entire year.

				But as much as she appreciated his patience, now she chafed for more. She tried sharing one of her thoughts. “Women in the riverlands wed kings to become consorts. They hold little power.”

				His forehead furrowed as he tried to connect this with their earlier topic of conversation. “If Herrol’s mother were still alive, she would likely plead his case, but since she has passed and another woman is the king of Kenasgate’s consort now—”

				She shook her head. “I know that. I meant only that Helsmont is far more generous in its ways than I’m used to.”

				“There are many capable women in my realm. I don’t see why they shouldn’t engage themselves as they will.”

				“Like Beatris.”

				“Yes. She’s not from Helsmont. She came here for a fair chance and rose high on her own merit.”

				She could see why Beatris would prefer this kingdom. “Where is she from?”

				“You should speak with her yourself,” the mountain-king said. “I think it best that people tell their own stories so they can judge when it’s best for them to be heard.”

				It was an odd sentiment for a king to express, but one she could appreciate. She didn’t want to bother Beatris at her duties, though. “Does she ever go with the other guards to the tavern?”

				“At times.”

				“I’ll try to find her there, then.” Impulsively she added, “Do you ever go?”

				“No.” His expression was bemused.

				“Why not?” Dereth had occasionally shared ales with his soldiers, and he’d told her he would choose it over eating the finest dinner at court with nobles any day.

				He looked at a loss. “I never really considered it.”

				Having blundered down this path, she forged ahead. “What about tonight?” Perhaps at the tavern he’d loosen up a little.

				He made a gesture of surrender. “I’ll come.”

				* * *

				But Beatris didn’t. When Kimri saw Jakkis in the tavern, though, she remembered he was the commandant’s father. She collected her cider and slid into the seat next to him. “So where did you live before Helsmont?”

				He glanced at her in surprise. “I grew up here, Princess.”

				“But Beatris…”

				“Ah.” He set down his tankard and turned to face her fully. “Beatris was raised by her mother in a far northern realm I once traveled to when I served as a guard. It’s a very different place from here or even the riverlands. Women are expected to engage in the softer arts, but she’d inherited my hand with the sword. They tried to beat it out of her. She was abused and unhappy, and the circumstances of her birth didn’t help either. I hadn’t even known about her, but she somehow found me and I welcomed her here. She’s made her own place in Helsmont now, and I’m proud to have her as a daughter. Don’t doubt her loyalty because she’s foreign-born. If anything, it’s made her even more determined to serve our king well.”

				“I can see why,” she said quietly, realizing how fortunate she was. People might have looked at her askance when she learned writing and swordplay, and her stint as a soldier had raised a cloud of scandal, but Dereth had always defended her, and she had been allowed to do more or less as she willed.

				There was a sudden hush as the mountain-king’s broad frame filled the doorway. Looking about at the guards’ faces, she almost regretted her offhand invitation. Clearly no one had expected him here. Then someone leaped to his feet and said, “Sit here, my king,” and Cheyrit went to fetch him cider, and people began talking and joking again. But although they accorded him every friendly gesture, there remained a distance between him and the others. Even the irreverent Yerra was quick to refill his cider when he finished his first tankard, when she’d earlier drawled at one of her fellows to take care of his himself.

				One of the guards had brought a recorder and began playing a lilting melody that stirred the others to stomping out the rhythm and singing the lyrics. She couldn’t make out the words, but she tapped her foot along.

				Yerra stood and pulled one of the guards up with her to cries of encouragement. They began a dance that seemed to involve a great deal of spinning and many quick steps. The two guards never missed a beat, and even when others joined them there were no collisions, only sly exchanges of partners in midspin. It was nothing like the formal court dances Kimri was used to, where the nobleman would ask a woman to dance after a few gilded compliments, then slowly guide her through stately, choreographed glides.

				Before she could change her mind, she walked over to the mountain-king, who sat alone. When he looked up at her, she held out her hand, not quite brave enough to grab and pull as carelessly as Yerra had.

				He took her hand and then came to his feet. “Do you know our dances?”

				She grinned at him. “Teach me.”

				He turned out to be an excellent teacher, not through words but by the subtle pressure of his hands against hers or on her back, signaling where they were going or which way she should twirl. As she’d noticed earlier, he was light on his feet for a man of his size. Even as the musician mercilessly played faster and faster, his fingers flying along his instrument, the king never misstepped. It stole her breath, how they moved in such harmony. This is what it can be like with him.

				They whirled until she became too dizzy to do anything but hold onto him and laugh. When she tried taking a step on her own, the world lurched and he grasped her elbow to steady her. “Careful,” he said, laughing himself.

				It was the first time she’d heard him make the sound. She smiled up at him. “Thanks. Dances in Anagard are only half as fast—and as fun.”

				He smoothed back a sweaty strand of her hair. His finger brushed her ear. Something made her inexplicably reckless: the cider, the music, her dizziness— No, it was all him. She raised her face, daring him to lean down and close that small distance between them. Then Meliah seized her hand. “Come on, Princess, you can’t just stand there!” She found herself pulled into another dance. Another guard soon snatched her away, and she traded partners half a dozen more times before she was allowed to beg off from sheer exhaustion. She looked around the tavern, but the mountain-king was gone. She would have to make him laugh again some other time.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Jakkis had to pound on the door for some time before she lifted the pillow from her head. “Coming!” Her voice emerged as a croak. She blearily pulled on her clothes and then staggered out. “Extra mint,” she muttered to the boy who fetched her tea in the kitchens. She glared at her instructor when he made a sound of amusement. “You were up later than I was!”

				“And clearly you should have left the tavern even earlier.”

				Her lesson started out in shambles. The cold of the encroaching winter numbed her fingers so that she didn’t hold the sword in her left hand properly, and when she righted it, the other one drooped. She even clanged the blades against each other once, a near-unforgivable transgression. Jakkis’s face grew more and more thunderous.

				Beatris crossed the mountains to learn from this man. She finally found her focus. She concentrated on completing each exercise slowly with the proper form instead of rushing through it halfheartedly.

				“Better,” was all Jakkis said.

				Her lack of sleep led her to tire early, but he at last took pity on her and had her hand over the swords so he could demonstrate the wild horse style of sword-dancing. Watching him flow through the movements was inspiring even without an opponent present. Perhaps someday she’d be half as graceful.

				As soon as he dismissed her, she headed for the northwestern tower. She took the steps two at a time in her eagerness to see the king, only to be intercepted by Rendel at the top. “The king won’t be there today, Princess. He had to depart the city unexpectedly.”

				Just when we were getting somewhere. “Where did he go?”

				“There was a matter in the mines he needed to look into. Your breakfast has still been set out, though.”

				As though her food was what mattered. “How are the miners?”

				His expression softened. “They’ll be fine now that he’s taking care of them. He’ll be back as soon as he can.” With that vague but confident reassurance, he moved on.

				She went out to the terrace and surveyed her breakfast as a snow-kissed gale swirled past her. It would have normally looked appetizing. But there should be a magpie here. And twice as much food. After a moment, she bundled as much of it as she could into her cloak, made her way down the stairs and then up the watchtower.

				She found Herrol in his room. “Breakfast?”

				He spread his hands in apology. “I already ate.”

				She glanced out the window. It was still early morning. “Does everyone here rise before the sun?”

				“My father believed people shouldn’t waste any more time sleeping than they had to. Of course, it’s not as though there’s much I can do here in Helsmont while I’m awake. I’ll keep you company, if you like.”

				So she spread out her appropriated breakfast and began eating. It was nice to breakfast indoors and out of the cold for once. And despite his earlier claim that he was full, Herrol stole some of her cheese and ate it with a chunk of her bread.

				“Thief.” She tossed a berry at him in mock anger.

				He caught it and popped it into his mouth. “Look, you’re giving me food. So it can’t be stolen.”

				She groaned. “You could’ve just said that you’re still hungry.”

				“I didn’t realize then that your breakfast was better than mine.”

				“It is?” She looked over her spread of food. It would make sense for the mountain-king to feed his betrothed better than his prisoner, but she hadn’t expected dramatic differences. When she was young, the son of one of Anagard’s lords had been held as a ransom-prisoner at court, and her father had treated him much the same as Dereth—somewhat to her resentment, since that was more than she received.

				“Not really,” he admitted. “It’s just that food tastes better with company, I think. I might even get a tad more variety than you—they give me fresh milk every day.”

				She didn’t bother to explain that she’d abandoned her mug in the northwestern tower, unable to carry it and her cloak. “It must be easier to keep milk from spoiling up here where it’s colder.” She’d never really considered the climate as having any advantages before.

				“I suppose.” He shrugged away her revelation. “Anyway, they’re really not trying to starve me. There are storage rooms right in this tower, so I could even take food whenever I wanted.”

				“But you couldn’t eat it unless you had your own mill and oven.” That reminded her, though. “Do you know what’s in the closed room?”

				“It’s closed, remember?”

				“Aren’t you curious?” It was the only place she could recall that didn’t invite entry. Most doors were left open during the day.

				“I wouldn’t give a ransom-prisoner free rein of my keep, ether.”

				“Well, I’m not a ransom-prisoner. Come on.” She brushed the crumbs off her skirts as she stood.

				“Kimri…” But he followed as she made her way down the stairs to the mysterious door.

				“If it wasn’t supposed to be opened, it’d be locked,” she pointed out.

				He crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. “Is it?”

				She pushed it open. “No.”

				To her disappointment, it held nothing glamorous—no cache of gold, no passage leading underground, no captive dragon. Herrol came to peer over her shoulder and she heard his sharp intake of breath. “A library!”

				She stepped across the threshold and was almost shouldered aside by Herrol, who ran reverent fingers over the spines of the nearest volumes. His lips shaped the titles.

				“You like reading, I take it.” She looked about. “I suppose the mountain-king must as well.” Books were expensive, and here were amassed more than she’d ever seen in one place.

				“There isn’t much else to do in winter, I imagine. Although some of these are rather old. They might have been collected by his predecessors.” He went to a desk in the corner, where an open book lay. He flipped through it, revealing blank pages at the end. “And some are being newly written.” He glanced up at her. “Can you read?”

				“And write too.”

				“Then you must realize what a treasure trove this is.”

				“Yes, of course.” But it was a treasure for others. Dusty tomes didn’t call to her. They contained little life compared to letters written by people she knew and cared about.

				He must have heard it in her tone of voice. He let go of the page he’d just been turning. “I’ll explore later. I’m staying in this very tower, after all.”

				“No, browse away.” But he saw through her unenthusiastic protest. He herded her out the door and closed it behind him.

				In good time, for they could hear the footsteps of someone making his way upward. Although she’d been flippant about opening the library door, she was relieved not to have been caught snooping inside. The books were valuable and clearly not intended for anyone’s perusal.

				A guard came around the turn of the stairs and rocked back on his heels, startled to see them there, but he recovered quickly. “Prince,” he greeted Herrol.

				“Yes?”

				“We’re having some practice bouts in the courtyard with wooden wands. The commandant was wondering if you’d like to join us.”

				Herrol gave him a surprised smile. “I would. My thanks.”

				The guard gestured down the stairs, and the two of them descended, leaving her there.

				The mountain-king must have taken her concerns about Herrol’s isolation seriously. Kimri was pleased, even though she hadn’t received an invitation. Of course, she got plenty of practice with real swords. She massaged her left arm, where the ache had subsided into a familiar lingering soreness, and ruefully admitted to herself that right now, she probably couldn’t even lift a wooden wand, let alone spar with one. Still, this meant she was left to entertain herself again. Dereth would be receiving a great many letters.

				She headed back to her room, only to find an older girl sitting at the desk. She’d folded one leg under her, and she was short enough to swing the other freely from the chair. Her face brightened when she saw Kimri. “I’m Merinee, Princess. I’m to serve as your maid.”

				She vaguely recalled Rendel mentioning such a person. “Weren’t you sheep-herding?”

				“Tending goats. But my brother’s making his way around on two feet again. He’s still hobbling a bit, but he’s a cranky invalid and we’d rather he be out of the house and limping than inside and carving pieces off of us with his tongue. I’ll be spending some days here and some there, so that I can keep an eye him but also stay sane.”

				Had her own brother ever felt the need to escape her? “He must have been fun to take care of.”

				“The best,” Merinee assured her. “Although the goats follow him as meek as goslings. So both they and I are happier now.”

				“What do you usually do, if you don’t always herd goats?”

				“I’m a messenger. I ride out if we need to send word to the mines or one of the hamlets.”

				She looked at Merinee again in amazement, this time seeing the lean muscles in Merinee’s slight frame. She was older than Kimri had thought, just small for her age. Her light weight must be an advantage in her position. “They don’t need you now?”

				“I’m off duty from riding for a time. There are other messengers covering my routes.”

				“Are you being pulled away just to take care of me?”

				“No, I’m helping train the new ponies. So it’s not because of you, although I’d say Rendel could use the help.”

				Admittedly, she’d been consulting the seneschal often, hunting him down for the slightest of questions. Everything was handled so differently here than in Anagard, and she trusted him to always have the answers. “So you’re more of a guide than a maid.”

				Merinee dimpled. “Whatever I can help with.”

				There wasn’t much call for a maidservant’s traditional duties, but she did find Merinee useful in locating a good weaver who helped expand her winter wardrobe. Merinee laughed at how she gravitated to the thickest, heaviest fabrics, but Kimri was perpetually cold and welcomed as many warm layers as she could wear. Merinee showed equal patience in explaining mountain customs, like how a ruined piece of merchandise—say, by dropping it and stepping upon it with muddy boots—shouldn’t be bought outright with money, but claimed in exchange for a generous gift. Kimri could see why Rendel had picked her out as a foreign princess’s maid. She had a rare diplomatic touch in smoothing over misunderstandings, and it was hard to be belligerent against the sheer force of her cheer.

				Kimri was more in her element when she accompanied Merinee to the stables for her training sessions with the mountain ponies.

				The trainer was an older man, given to few words and just as phlegmatic as the animals he handled. He used Merinee as a rider to accustom the ponies to a messenger’s weight and signals. After ascertaining that Kimri knew her way around a horse, he showed no compunction in ordering her to take a lead, or even into the saddle of a companion animal. She liked the ponies too much to object.

				Over the next several days, Merinee began to focus on a particular pony with a white blaze down his muzzle. He had an eagerness to his manner that had him trotting up to her with his halter in his mouth at the start of each training session. The trainer also started directing only Merinee to work with him. Kimri wasn’t even allowed to rub him down.

				“You’ve got a favorite,” Kimri teased her.

				“I need a new pony for delivering messages,” Merinee said. “My last one…well, we got caught in a rockfall. Most of us prefer to work with a specific pony. It can be a hard journey, and you want a familiar beast with you.”

				Like Redwing. “I can see that. You want a friend.”

				“That, and when you’re in a tough spot, you want to know all the habits and quirks of your mount. You have to know exactly how hard you can push him, if speed’s important.”

				She didn’t think Anagard’s messengers ever thought through their rides quite so thoroughly. They commandeered mounts as needed instead of favoring a particular one, preferring fresh legs to familiarity. But the riverlands tended to have less treacherous terrain. “Do you have to deliver urgent messages often? The pace of life here seems slower.” Especially as Helsmont wasn’t at war.

				“Not often. But there are times when the king has to send word to the other side of the mountains quickly.” Merinee gave her a mischievous look. “They say that after he treated with the king of Anagard, he sent a message to the mines straightaway, to ask for the supply of iron earlier than usual.”

				“To forge the swords for my bride-price.”

				Merinee nodded. “I think the messenger would’ve ridden there just as fast so he could be the first to bear the news about our king’s betrothal. We all like a little excitement now and then. There’s so much you have to learn when you train as a messenger that you never end up using.”

				“Like what?”

				“Oh, how to set a bone and build a snow-shelter. The location of every hamlet and all the alternate routes to get there in case there’s a rockfall or avalanche. Plus the obscure dialects they speak. And you have to know the secret ways out of the city, in case Helsmont ever comes under siege.”

				“Secret ways?”

				“The postern behind the eastern hawthorn tree, a tunnel from the wine cellars and a point in the keep’s outer walls where if you whisper, someone on the other side will hear you.”

				The city’s builders had been paranoid, but with reason—a siege in the mountains would be disastrous. Helsmont imported much of what it needed, and wouldn’t long survive being cut off from trade. “When’s the last time Helsmont was attacked?”

				“Oh, hundreds of years ago. Back when dragons roamed the earth.”

				She eyed Merinee. “Don’t they say there are still dragons?”

				“But they don’t roam about anymore. They settle in one place and because they can hide anywhere, most people never see them.” Her voice dropped into the tones of someone telling a child her favorite story.

				Kimri arched her brows. “Like the one that guards Helsmont?”

				Merinee smiled. “Like the one that guards Helsmont.”

				“We have one like it sleeping in the river between Anagard and Kenasgate,” Kimri offered. “There’s a bridge that people stand on to drop offerings into the water, so that it won’t rouse. The dragon’s spine, we call it. You’d think that in the midst of war, one side or another would have burned it by now, but it’s still standing.”

				“When’s the last time the river-dragon woke?”

				“Before I was born. I suppose the ferrymen have been diligent about their propitiations since. Do you make offerings?”

				“No, but ours is a benevolent dragon. It protects us, not extorts us.”

				“Since when did dragons care about humans?”

				“They’re as individual as people are.” Merinee shrugged. “Some care, some don’t. Ours does.”

				“Is it ever seen?”

				“Once a year there’s the Twelfth Moon festival.”

				She couldn’t help smiling. They had an annual festival in Anagard too, when hundreds of lanterns were strung up and several men in a single long dragon costume danced through the streets. Underneath, the men wore masks that were revealed when they broke away from each other at the end of the dance, meant to show how dragons came in many guises. “When do you celebrate it?”

				“You only missed it by a month or so. But it’ll come again in just less than a year.”

				“Well, I’ll be here,” Kimri said wryly. In less than a year she would likely be married.

				“I hope so.”

				Merinee’s frankness surprised her. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

				“If you don’t take to our king…”

				It had been a thought that came to her out of idle curiosity from time to time, but one she quickly quelled. She cautiously explored it now. “So I could truly refuse to wed him?”

				“Of course. The whole point of the betrothal year is so that you can decide one way or another.”

				Kimri forbore from mentioning that, while the people of Helsmont would apparently abide by her choice, those of Anagard weren’t expecting even the possibility of her return. Dereth had thought she’d enter Helsmont one day and be wed the next, and she hadn’t bothered to enlighten him yet. “It would be easier to decide if he were around.”

				Merinee didn’t seem worried by her king’s absence. “He’ll be back once he’s done at the mines.”

				As days slipped into weeks without his return, Kimri visited Herrol regularly and took him about Helsmont to the new places she’d discovered through Merinee. It was strange how she knew so much more of the city than he did. He’d been here exactly as long as she had, after all.

				“Are negotiations still dragging on?” she asked him one day in the watchtower, when the snow precluded a walk about the city. She’d earlier caught a glimpse of a messenger from Kenasgate consulting with Rendel.

				He looked blank. “Negotiations?”

				“For your release.”

				“Oh.” He smiled self-deprecatingly. “My father is a stingy man.”

				She didn’t envy the poor messenger who must be making all the journeys to Helsmont as the bargaining dragged on. “Dereth told the mountain-king what he wanted and asked what it would take. He didn’t take long to decide once word came back I was the price.” She was still a little bitter about it.

				“See? Both our relatives want us gone. Yours bargained you away, and mine refuses to take me back.”

				The absurdity of his words helped clear her anger. “I suppose it might as well wait until spring. It’d be a rough journey down the mountain right now.” She shivered at the thought of traveling in all that snow. Some mornings she woke to find it piled ankle-deep, although the someone always cleared the courtyard and the terrace in time for her lessons and breakfast.

				“It might actually be nice to stay here. It’s peaceful, at least.” He ran absent fingers along a scar on his jaw, where even the beginning bristles of a beard refused to grow.

				She understood. She was tired of the war, and she hadn’t even fought in it. There had always been occasional skirmishes between their realms, but in the past, Anagard had been mostly caught up with infighting among its noble houses. Only the border lords had dealt regularly with Kenasgate. But hostilities had crescendoed during her father’s reign, and Dereth had become king of an embattled realm.

				She gazed toward the distance, where both their homelands lay. “Do you think the war will ever end?”

				He passed a hand over his eyes. “What do you want me to say? I want it to end when Kenasgate defeats Anagard, of course. We lost our chance for a treaty when one of my brothers died inside your borders, and when your father was killed in battle. I don’t know what will let us put that aside.”

				“I don’t blame you for my father’s death,” she said, surprised. “He died fighting. That’s the risk of war.”

				“What if your brother fell?”

				She fell silent. Dereth was another matter. She wanted to say it was because her father had possessed a warrior’s spirit, and he wouldn’t have wanted to perish any other way but by a sword on a battlefield. But it was because Dereth was dearer to her heart, and she would never forgive anyone who took him from her.

				“I don’t think I would bring others into that quarrel,” she said finally.

				“You don’t have a choice in these matters when you’re a ruler.” His mouth settled into a grim line. “And there was no worse man in all of Kenasgate who could have been killed than my older brother. Zayen was the best of us, and my father knew it. He would have become a good king.”

				“Then he shouldn’t have gone raiding in Anagard.”

				“He wasn’t—” Herrol broke off and ran his hands through his hair as though to comb away troubled thoughts. “Never mind. We’ll never agree who began this all.”

				He seemed truly upset. She’d just been imagining what it’d be like to lose her brother, while he’d already lost his.

				“What was he like?” she asked.

				“Zayen?” He made a helpless gesture, as though she asked him to describe music to a deaf man. “He took to anything—swordplay, diplomacy, dancing. He could always make you smile, although he didn’t laugh often himself—he was just so earnest all the time. Our father loved him and was always giving him hounds and horses. It would’ve been easy for me to hate him for that, but he always had a kind word for me and Leden, and he often passed along our father’s gifts to us. I learned to ride on a horse he gave me.”

				She heard the unburied grief in his words and gentled her voice. “I’m sorry he’s gone.”

				He shook his head, waving off the need for mawkish sentiments. “Sometimes I think I miss him more for how he kept my father happy. I never pleased the man in my life, and it’s soured him to look at me and realize I’m his heir.”

				She understood parental disapproval. “I suppose that was my saving grace, that I wasn’t heir. And Dereth did well enough, so our father counted him as a success and paid little attention to me.”

				“What about your mother?”

				“She passed away when I was young, so she never had a chance to teach me to act like a proper princess. I just followed Dereth around.”

				“I buried myself in books.” His mouth twisted wryly. “Leden was always trailing behind Zayen like a gosling, though.”

				Leden was his younger brother, she recalled. “Does your father disapprove of him too?”

				“He might well become the heir. It’s hard to tell—he’s still young and impulsive. But he certainly took easily enough to soldiering.”

				To killing the people of her homeland, he meant. An awkward silence settled between them.

				They both avoided speaking of the war thereafter. It was hard for him, she knew, for he heard little of what was happening in the riverlands, while she at least got occasional word from her brother, even during the snowy season when traders became scarcer. His letters were always brief, but she treasured every word.

				When the seneschal delivered Dereth’s latest missive, she took it straight to her room to read it in privacy. She’d developed the habit after growing teary-eyed over his first letter. But she found herself opening this one with cheerful anticipation and only a touch of her usual wistfulness.

				



				Sister: I trust you’re well.

				I have family news to report. Irian—the girl our cousin Wedol married—had a baby girl. Both are well, and although Wedol’s arm is still healing, he can carry his daughter with the other and is already doting upon her. I can’t help wishing that someone would have a son, as I’ve no time to wed and sire one myself, and an heir would be quite useful in these fraught times. Perhaps a nephew?

				Rain made things a muck at Talaston, but we won both the battle and a brief respite, I think. Still, several men were injured. We’ll be asking fresh-faced boys to fight next, and I can’t even tempt them by promising your hand to the bravest any more.

				Despite the war still ongoing, things seem quieter here without you.

				



				She rolled her eyes at his heavy-handed hints but ended up smiling by the time she finished reading. She folded his letter and took up her own quill. Rendel had told her if she wrote a reply quickly, he could give it to one of the traders leaving for Anagard on the morrow.

				



				My dearest brother: as always, I hope you’re safe and hale.

				The mountain-king is away from the city, which leaves me to breakfast with the prince of Kenasgate. I would offer you cleverly garnered intelligence save that he knows even less of what’s happening in the riverlands than I do.

				Kiss the baby girl for me. I’ll try to send a hundredth-day gift with a trader or a messenger going your way. Did you know they have messengers here who are women? No one here reprimands me for unseemly behavior, because I’m not expected to act meek and frail.

				Not to say that I’m escaping all scolds. I’m learning sword-dancing from an imposing instructor who cares not at all that I’m female and only that my left arm is feeble compared to my right. I know, you are shocked that I’ve been neglecting my archery, but we both know I never really liked hunting much in any case—it was just a way to escape court.

				I haven’t told you much about Helsmont before because I thought you might disapprove, but you’re the one who sent me here in the first place. So despite your hints that you expect me to be bearing already, you should know that mountain betrothals last a year, after which either person can cry off. I won’t, don’t worry, and I don’t think I’ve scared the mountain-king away yet. But I’m still not wed. Perhaps by the time it happens, you’ll be able to come see me. Because I miss you too.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				One morning she walked up the northwestern tower to collect her breakfast, only to find the mountain-king seated in his usual place and the magpie perched on its ledge. “You’re back!” She flailed about for something intelligent to say after that painfully obviously statement. “How are the mines?”

				“Safe now.” He looked weary but smiled a welcome at her.

				The northwestern tower suddenly seemed to have been set aright, as though it’d been leaning off balance without his weight upon that bench. She sat next to him. The terrace felt warmer with him here, although perhaps that was just his bulk shielding her from the wind. “I thought I’d scared you away with my dancing.”

				“Hardly. I wouldn’t have left so suddenly except that one of the mine shafts collapsed.”

				She smothered her gasp with her hand. “What of the miners?”

				“Several were trapped and injured, but they were brought out and they’re now recovering.” He poured her milk.

				“They were brought out?” No wonder he’d been gone awhile. That must have entailed a monstrous amount of digging.

				“Yes. And then I reinforced the rest of the mine to make sure this won’t happen again.”

				She shivered as she cradled her mug with both hands. She couldn’t imagine a worse fate than to be trapped deep within the bowels of the earth, air scarce and light extinguished. As a child, she’d once hidden from Dereth in a barrel, only to fall asleep and awaken penned inside. It had taken him an eternity of hours to find her, and even today she avoided small spaces. These miners had been trapped for entire days. She would prefer a quick dagger to her throat.

				But the miners had been given wind and sunlight again. Or wind, at least. Clouds were gathering in the sky, and the air carried the promise of snow. “It was good of you to attend to it personally.”

				“I’m their king. And I know these mountains like no one else.”

				Surely not better than the miners themselves. But she understood the need to be present even if only to witness what was happening. “I’m glad everyone’s safe. You should eat. You look tired.”

				He dutifully tore off a piece of bread. “I traveled back here last night.”

				She paused just before taking a bite. “At night?”

				“I know these mountains,” he reminded her. “And the moon was bright.”

				To be fair, there were some areas in the riverlands she could traverse in the dark. She and Dereth had certainly had their share of nighttime escapades as children. For a moment her heart ached for her homeland, but she shook off her melancholy. She was here now and determined to learn more about this place and this man.

				“Would I ever need to visit the mines?” she asked. “As queen.”

				“I think the miners would be delighted by it. They were quite curious about you, although they seemed to already have a remarkably detailed description.”

				Thanks to messengers, no doubt. Merinee had mentioned they brought gossip as often as actual missives. “I’m curious too. But I meant in cases of crisis.”

				“No one will expect it of you.” He cocked his head. “Did your brother attend to such matters?”

				“If a disaster struck he would send a messenger to see how bad things were, then lower the taxes accordingly. If there was a food shortage, sometimes he would pull from the stores to supply them. But the worst calamity of his reign has been the war with Kenasgate. For that he does his share of fighting, and I don’t know what else he can do.”

				“Do you wish he wouldn’t fight?”

				“How could I ask that?” It was a matter of honor for him to lead his soldiers instead of ordering them into battle while he stayed safely behind. “I just wish Kenasgate would stop attacking.”

				His brows lifted. “Only Kenasgate?”

				Almost by reflex she said, “They’re the ones who turned this into outright war. We never were trying to take their land.”

				“Only raid their borders.”

				She looked at him sharply but he sat there as calm as ever. Her shoulders were hunched as though against an attack and she let them drop. He was only stating facts with the dispassion of an outsider. “Some of the border lords did cause trouble with raiding. I don’t know how that started. But the lords of the noble houses have always been at odds with one another. Maybe it spread to Kenasgate at some point, or maybe Kenasgate decided to take advantage of the constant raiding. We’ve never been as peaceful as Helsmont.”

				“It’s easy to avoid being raided when you don’t have anything worth stealing. Except our iron, but our mines are hard to reach.”

				“Goats,” she suggested. They were everywhere in Helsmont that she could see.

				“You’ve never herded goats, have you?”

				She shook her head.

				“They’re really not worth raiding over.”

				“So you’re saying Helsmont keeps peace by being poor?”

				“And our guards are well-trained. Although by now their reputation may be more fearsome than their skill.”

				She almost asked, What about the dragon? But she didn’t want to risk his scorn. “I think it’s the uphill climb,” she said instead. “Quite tiring. And if anyone slogs up to attack, you can roll boulders down on them.”

				He laughed and she grinned at him triumphantly. Then his attention shifted. “Or snowballs.”

				She followed his gaze to the white specks that were beginning to drift downward. “It’s snowing again?” There had been several weeks of regular snowfall now. The riverlands had only occasionally gotten a sprinkling in the deepest of winter.

				“Winter lasts longer in the mountains.” He looked back at her and braced himself to stand. “We can breakfast indoors.”

				His tone was perfectly courteous, but she sensed his reluctance. She forced her expression into a semblance of cheer for his sake. “No need. We’re just under that ledge overhead, so we won’t get snowed on.”

				“There’s wind.” But he settled back onto the bench. “Today this will do, since the snow’s light. I’ll find a better place tomorrow.”

				“But you like to look over your realm.” It was strangely important to her that she not disrupt his habits.

				He met her gaze directly. “I don’t like seeing my betrothed freeze herself blue.”

				She offered a compromise. “Let’s see how the weather is tomorrow.” She had the sense that before she’d come along, he would have been content sitting through a blizzard, but she wasn’t quite so stolid. His thoughtfulness touched her.

				“So how has your time been spent while I was away?”

				“I met Merinee. She’s been good company. And we’ve been training messenger ponies together.”

				“You don’t mind the work? I was under the impression that the noblewomen of Anagard don’t labor in stables.”

				“I was never a typical noblewoman.” Although she’d had her share of snobbery to discard, here in a kingdom without a court or noble houses or maidservants. “And I always liked horses. That might be the worst part about winter here—I can’t go riding outside the city. Redwing isn’t used to this much snow.”

				“Yes, I hear that fortunes shift among the guards during this season as they’re driven to dice.”

				Gambling with the mountain-king promised to be entertaining. She eyed him speculatively. What stakes would entice him into a game? “Breakfast on the rooftops?”

				“Pardon?”

				“Just thinking out loud.” It would have to wait until spring, when the roofs weren’t covered in snow.

				“Your thoughts sound intriguing.”

				She threw him a mischievous grin.

				When they finished eating their snow-flecked food and stood, she drew breath to suggest that they do something together, perhaps play a game of chance. But Rendel was hovering outside with a sheaf of papers.

				“My king, some matters arose in your absence…”

				She thought dark thoughts about the seneschal.

				The mountain-king gave him a resigned look. “Let’s take care of them.”

				She bit her lip as she watched them walk off. I thought when he came back, I’d have him all to myself. Then she almost laughed at herself. She wasn’t even halfway through her betrothal.

				Almost by habit, she headed for the watchtower, although it was strange not to be clutching her breakfast bundled in a cloak. Herrol wasn’t in his room, and she found him at the top of the tower, leaning disconsolately over the battlements even as snow dusted his clothes. At the sound of her step, he whirled around. “Where were you?”

				She spread her hands. “I’m sorry, I forgot. I had breakfast with the mountain-king.”

				His mouth twisted. “Of course. You’re betrothed to him, after all.”

				She wasn’t sure how to respond to that. “So what do you want to do today?”

				He looked away. “It’s snowing and I’m a bit tired. I think I’ll read.”

				She remembered the library. She’d never ventured there after their initial discovery. “What about?”

				His face lightened as he turned back to her. “I found an entire book on the habits of dragons. I’ve never seen anything like it in Kenasgate.”

				She blinked. “Dragons have habits?”

				“According to this book, they do. They like the gleam of metal, which is why we drop coins into the river from the dragon’s spine bridge.”

				They did that in Anagard, as well. “I’m sure the mountain-king feeds iron to his dragon. Although where he keeps it, I’ve no clue.”

				“They can take on many guises to go unnoticed in their territory. Sometimes they’re even trapped in another shape.”

				“So our fishermen might inadvertently hook the river-dragon while fishing for trout?”

				“Well, if you want to catch it you could just summon it. It’ll respond to a properly framed challenge—I’ll have to look up the exact words.”

				She raised a hand in good-humored refusal, amused to see how passionate a scholar Herrol was. “Don’t bother for my sake. I’ll leave you to your reading. Tell me more about dragons later.”

				Refusing to let the weather stop her, she headed outside. The snow was falling but lightly, just enough to make her steps crunch and to tickle her face. It was far from the howling blizzard she’d expected of winter in the mountains.

				Although she’d dismissed Herrol’s research, dragons still lurked in her mind. She couldn’t help weaving stories as she went. In one of them, the mountain-king kept his dragon in the depths of the iron mines, but it had grown restless and caused the collapse of a mine shaft, so of course he had to quiet it personally. Or he had tricked it into the shape of a magpie and fed it breakfast every morning.

				She shook her head free of such nonsense and made her way to the bakery. To her sorrow, there were no tarts, only bread—there was a shortage of flour, which Helsmont had to trade for since wheat didn’t grow this high. But Emeray had baked fragrant herbs into her loaves, and she offered a slice with honey. In turn she welcomed the news about the mountain-king’s return. She didn’t seem to find his reason for traveling to the mine odd at all. “He takes care of his people,” she said.

				Kimri let Benish squirm into her lap while Zerel sat next to her, leaning against her side trustingly. In truth, she came for the companionship as much as the food. “My brother takes care of his people. He doesn’t head to the other end of Anagard to help them.”

				“Helsmont is a small realm. And our king often sends out messengers with aid if that’s all that’s needed.” She stopped her kneading and gave Kimri a sly look. “You’re still unhappy he left, aren’t you?”

				She beat a hasty retreat, covered by a large group of customers who entered the bakery right then and distracted Emeray and the twins. The snow was coming down more heavily now, and to duck out of its way, she visited the forge. She wanted to see how Beatris’s blades were coming along.

				“I’ve just finished them,” the smith said, setting his hands on his hips and gazing down at his handiwork with satisfaction.

				They were a far cry from the blunt bars of steel she’d seen earlier, perfectly curved and sharp enough to draw blood at the merest touch. She flinched and stuck her finger in her mouth.

				“Princess…” He wiped off the blade and polished it again.

				“I’m sorry. May I hold it properly?”

				He nodded and she lifted one of the swords—with her left hand, as she’d developed the habit of trying to use it more.

				It was extraordinarily well-balanced, she could tell as soon as she lifted it. The weight of the blade sang true in a way she wouldn’t have been able to describe only a short time ago.

				She examined the pommel of the sword. It was elegantly crafted to look like two serpents—no, two dragons. They were circling each other so tightly that their bodies were locked into a circular knot. She traced the sinuous line between them. The design was beautiful, but it gave her a sense of unease. A pair of dragons? All the legends she’d heard spoke only of a single great dragon in a given realm. She supposed they had to perpetuate the species, though.

				She returned the sword. “It’s beautiful. Everyone says Helsmont has the finest steel, but this is artistry beyond that.”

				He gave her a gentle smile. “My thanks, Princess. Do you want to take them to the king?”

				It wasn’t a task anyone in Anagard would have asked of her, likely thinking it too menial. But she was proud to tell the smith, “Yes.” He’d poured a great deal of effort into these swords, and he was trusting them to her.

				A leather-worker had already made scabbards, lined with oiled fur to protect against rust and to provide a smoother draw. The smith slid a blade into each and then held them out to her on both palms. It had the feel of ceremony as she accepted them. “Don’t let Beatris see them,” he warned her, and found an old cloak to wrap them in to protect them from the snow and hide their shape at first sight.

				Anyone who saw her surely couldn’t mistake her straight, long bundled load for anything other than what it was, but no one stopped her to ask why she was carrying wrapped swords. And she was delighted to find her left arm bore the weight just as well as the right as she made her way to the keep. Perhaps there was hope for her as a sword-dancer after all.

				She didn’t want to wait until tomorrow to deliver these, so she tried to find Rendel. The seneschal, usually seemingly everywhere in the keep at once, was nowhere to be found. By luck, she didn’t encounter Beatris either despite all her roving.

				The third time she passed the gate guard, he coughed to catch her attention. “Is there anything you need, Princess?”

				She couldn’t help glancing around furtively to check if Beatris was nearby. “I was hoping to find the seneschal.”

				He checked the lean of the shadows. “He’ll be in the king’s chambers. They’re just at the top of the stairs.”

				She made her way upstairs, feeling unaccountably nervous. She’d never been in the mountain-king’s rooms before. His door was open, but she heard the murmur of a voice, so she knocked before entering.

				The king looked up. He was seated off to the side of a desk, where Rendel sat reading a letter aloud. He broke off when he saw her.

				“I brought the swords you ordered for Beatris.” She pulled away the cloak.

				The king came over to her to draw them and smiled at their gleaming lengths. “He always does fine work. Thank you for bringing these.”

				“It was amazing to watch him. I used to wonder at Helsmont steel being so highly valued. Not anymore.”

				“It lets us trade for whatever we can’t grow or raise in the mountains.” He sheathed the blades and took them from her to set them down on the desk.

				Like princesses. But she thought it without rancor for once. “I’ll leave you be now. I should take this cloak back to the smith.”

				Rendel smiled. “He won’t miss it for a day. And what will you do if you meet Beatris and she asks why you’re carrying an extra cloak?”

				Kimri grinned and settled it over her shoulders on top of her own mantle. “No one will ask me why I have an extra cloak. I’m a riverlands girl in the mountains.”

				The seneschal chuckled and she turned to leave. The cloak, meant for a taller man, was too long for her and she tripped on its hem.

				The stairs rushed at her. She closed her eyes against that dizzying lurch and desperately hoped not to break too many bones. But even as she flung out her hands to break her fall, she felt a strong arm close about her waist and pull her close, holding her upright.

				She stared at the mountain-king as she clung to his arm. He had caught her even though he’d been standing several paces away. Now he was closer than he’d ever been to her, warm and solid. She’d had no idea people could move so quickly.

				“Thank you,” she managed to say, more shaken by her rescue than her near fall. Surely he could feel her heart pounding.

				He released her and her hands fell away from him reluctantly. “Wrap it around your arm instead. Some of the guards do that instead of carrying a shield.”

				He meant the cloak. She still felt stupefied by his proximity, the feel of his body imprinted along hers. She wanted to melt against him. She nodded instead, hoping it would clear her head, and then said as lightly as she could, “If you make a habit of catching me whenever I fall, I’ll never stop doing so.” Fair warning. If that’s what I have to do for you to hold me like that…

				He matched her tone. “Then I had better not stop either.”

				That sounded promising. Content to end on that note, she took off the cloak to drape it over her arm. “I truly should go now. You see what sort of mischief will happen if I keep this thing for much longer.” She wanted to glance back at him one last time, but kept her gaze carefully trained on the stairs instead.

				No sooner had she made her way down without mishap than she bumped into Beatris.

				The commandant looked at her curiously. “Why are you carrying a cloak?”

				She gave Beatris a brilliant smile, too happy to be fazed. “It’s too long for me,” she said, and escaped.

				She dreamed of that fall again that night, several times over, and each time the mountain-king caught her.

				* * *

				The next morning, she went through her weight-lifting exercises without comment, but couldn’t repress a smile when Jakkis said, “I think you’ve finally strengthened that left arm enough.”

				Then he drew his own blades and spoke the formal words of challenge.

				She stared at him, then fumbled out the response. Somehow she fell into the proper stance. As soon as she did, he attacked. She barely evaded the blow.

				He was being gentle with her, and even so she could barely analyze his moves in time to make her own. But he’d burned this back-step and that sweep of arm into the memory of her muscles, and she instinctively used them as she needed them. One sword for defense and the other for offense, she chanted to herself. And don’t forget about footwork.

				He sensed it as she grew more confident, and he began to dance faster. She forced herself to respond at the same pace. The trick was not to strain her eyes watching him, but rather to feel the rhythm behind his attacks, sense what the next one would be and trust her body to know what to do. Step-lunge-twist-bend-lift-dance, dance, dance…

				The moment came unexpectedly, an opening. She slid one of her swords into it in her first true attack, but was clumsy about it and left herself vulnerable. She found his steel at her throat and froze, her breaths coming hard and rough. She rasped out the words of surrender, and he stepped back.

				For the first time since she’d come to Helsmont, she felt truly warm. She crossed her swords and bowed, then wiped the sweat from her face with the back of her hand. She couldn’t stop grinning.

				He nodded approvingly. “Not bad.” She luxuriated in that brief praise before focusing on him as he began to move. “Now rest, and watch.” His footwork consisted of small, quick steps, and he raised one of the swords overhead in an arc that reminded her of a barbed tail.

				“Scorpion?” she guessed.

				Jakkis had taught her only one style so far—the fierce movements of the tiger—but when he was satisfied with her efforts, he would end the lesson by demonstrating other animals who might appear in a sword-dance: bear, deer, wolf, crane. She could recognize most of these now that her eye was trained.

				He ended quickly. He’d let her practice go on longer than usual, and the guards were trickling into the courtyard now for their drills. While they spread out and readied their weapons, she started toward the stairs. She was looking forward to breakfast, both for the nourishment and the mountain-king’s company.

				Jakkis tapped her shoulder before she could pass through the doorway. “Wait a moment.”

				She stayed, because he never said anything without a reason.

				Her eyes widened as the mountain-king entered the courtyard from the other side. He carried the two swords, the ones he meant to give to Beatris.

				Beatris broke off her stretches as he approached. The other guards made a show of continuing their warm-up, but all eyes were on the king.

				He stopped in front of her. “Commandant, you’ve served me well. I’m particularly glad to have my betrothed safely here, in no small part due to the way you handled an ambush no one could have expected. I would give you a token of my appreciation.” He extended the swords.

				Beatris pulled off the scabbards and admired the blades. “They’re beautiful, my king. I could kill or dance with these.”

				“I’m glad you find them fitting. You’re a hard woman to find suitable gifts for.”

				Her face was serious. “Serving you is reward enough, my king.”

				“I know,” he said.

				Dereth was well-liked by the soldiers in Anagard, but Kimri didn’t know how many of them would avow such steadfast loyalty. The troop she’d joined had grumbled about their pay and how they missed their families.

				Beatris’s smile was quick and wicked as she raised her new blades. “Would you dance, my king?” She spoke the words of challenge.

				The king bared his teeth in an answering grin.

				Kimri watched the mountain-king shrug off his cloak and then his outer tunic with something akin to horror. Underneath, his arms were bare to the shoulders. She rubbed her own arms in imagined cold.

				A guard ran up to hold a pair of swords out to him, and the king grasped their hilts and pulled. As soon as the blades cleared their sheaths, they looked as though they were part of him, deadly extensions of his arms. He relaxed into a ready stance. The points of light reflecting off the metal didn’t move, so still did he hold them.

				Beatris moved first. Wolf. Kimri recognized the style of her movements. Prowling closer. The king responded with the elegant movements of the crane, evading Beatris’s approach with ease.

				The wolf attacked in a flurry of blades and motion. There was the ring of metal kissing metal, and then the two parted just as suddenly as they had clashed, now on opposite sides from where they’d been. Already their stances had changed: cobra and eagle. The supple, twisting movements of the snake incarnation mesmerized her. She wouldn’t have thought it possible to describe such curves. But it seemed the eagle would vanquish Beatris’s snake with his powerful talons.

				Then a tiger, with short, forceful movements. The tiger pounced. It was a mantis who held off the other through brute strength. They grappled together, their blades sliding against one another. Then the mantis freed one sword and struck.

				The king’s sword nearly tapped the center of Beatris’s chest, but it was Kimri who was breathless.

				Beatris recited the words of surrender, and the king stepped back. They crossed their swords and bowed to each other, marking the end of the bout.

				“My thanks for the exercise,” the mountain-king said.

				Beatris looked up from checking her blades for nicks. “Don’t try to make me feel better, my king. You barely felt that.”

				He smiled. “But I did feel it.”

				Kimri looked down at her sweat-slicked tunic and sighed. “I’ll never be that good.”

				Jakkis crooked his brow, as though surprised she’d even considered the notion. “Not when you began so late. But you’ve already come farther than I expected. What need have you for sword-dancing?”

				“None, but I don’t have need for anything, it seems. No one’s ever expected anything of me except my bride-price. The sword-dance is at least beautiful.”

				He harrumphed. “I notice that you didn’t take up embroidery or some other art that could also create pretty things. I wouldn’t worry. If our king asked for you, I’m sure he thinks you beautiful already, both in spirit and form.”

				She flushed. “He never met me before we were betrothed.”

				“You’d never met?” He made a quick motion with his hand, canceling the question. “It’s not my place.”

				She didn’t mind. “He wouldn’t come to Anagard. My brother didn’t insist, since any courtship would’ve only been a formality. The marriage will be for the sake of alliance, after all.”

				“Riverlands folk.” He shook his head in bemusement. “The betrothal year not only gives you time to become more familiar with your intended, but also lets others do the same. Usually family and other loved ones, but in this case, the people of Helsmont. You will rule over us, after all.”

				“I hope the thought doesn’t fill you with utter dismay.”

				He looked at her kindly. “I’m sure you’ll do well.”

				That was the highest praise Jakkis had ever given her. He left her with those words as he went back out into the courtyard to help with the guards’ training.

				She waited for the mountain-king by the stairs. He had donned his cloak again and looked as serene as ever. If she hadn’t seen him unleashed in the sword-dance, she never would’ve thought he’d engaged in any heavy physical activity.

				He smiled when he saw her, and since there was no sign of snow this morning, they went up the stairs together to their usual breakfast spot.

				“That was an incredible dance.”

				“Yes, Beatris can handle any blade she sets her hand to.”

				She spluttered a little on her milk. “I meant you. And don’t tell me it’s because you’re the king.”

				“It’s because of long hours of practice.”

				“I’ve never seen you practice before today.”

				“I don’t always do it in the courtyard. It seems to keep people from going about their usual business.”

				“If you did it more often, they might get used to it.” She wouldn’t mind seeing such a sight so often it became familiar.

				“What they’re waiting to see is whether I’ll get beaten,” he said, amused.

				“Maybe,” she admitted. “I’m guessing that doesn’t happen often.”

				“No.”

				“Hmm, so maybe people won’t become accustomed. It’s your fault for being so good at sword-dancing.” She sighed. “More practice, is it? Poor Jakkis.”

				To her surprise, he asked, “What of your talents? You promised me many.”

				“I did say that when we first met, didn’t I?” She laughed at herself. “I was trying to make a good impression. But I can read and write, and when I’m not nervous I do well enough with a bow. I can do Anagard’s court dances blindfolded—my father used to make me practice those, I think when he still hoped to wed me to one of the lords of the noble houses. But those are so slow and repetitive that it’s not much of an accomplishment.”

				The magpie chose that moment to venture closer to her and peck at her bread. Finally! Though willing to approach the mountain-king, the bird had always before been skittish of her.

				“I’m good with horses,” she added. Her list seemed pitiful. Certainly none of these abilities would avail a queen. But she learned quickly—hadn’t she absorbed Dereth’s reprised lessons?

				He continued for her. “You befriend people easily. You’re honest in a way that doesn’t offend. You like to explore new places. And yes, you’re very talented with horses.”

				She became deeply involved with her broth. “I guess I did make a good impression.” It shocked her to hear herself described so frankly and with none of the scorn Anagard nobles had heaped upon her.

				“Don’t worry about sword-dancing. You’ll get better.”

				“I know. And it doesn’t really matter if I don’t.”

				“It seems to matter to you. But you do have other gifts.”

				What had Jakkis said? I’m sure he thinks you beautiful already. She longed to ask the mountain-king whether he considered beauty to be one of her gifts, but couldn’t find the courage. She didn’t want to sound like one of those fatuous noblewomen who cared only for appearances, and she didn’t know how to ask him about a deeper type of beauty, the kind you found in anything you truly cared for. The way Redwing is the most beautiful of all horses to me.

				The best question she could fumble out was, “What matters most to you?”

				“Helsmont,” he said without pause.

				She looked out on the frost-tipped trees of the mountains, both lovely and lofty in their winter glory. How could she compare? Dereth chose his kingdom over me, too. She let their conversation lapse for the rest of the meal.

				When they were done eating, he rose to go about his duties, but then paused by the doorway. His expression was uncharacteristically hesitant. “Rendel’s not here yet. Will you come with me? I have something to show you. A sign of spring, despite the snow yesterday.”

				Her curiosity leaped up and she fell into step with him. “Where are we going?”

				“Outside the city.”

				She halted. “Wait a minute.” She dashed to her room. She pulled on her gloves, realized they should be left for last, yanked them off, struggled into an extra overlarge tunic, traded her scarf for a shawl she could drape over her head, found a fur-lined cloak, donned her gloves again and rejoined the mountain-king in the hallway.

				He just looked at her.

				“I get cold,” she said defensively, voice muffled by the shawl wrapped around her face.

				He smiled faintly as they started walking again. “A princess in her winter coat. All other creatures prepare for the season, so why not you?”

				“All sensible creatures. You sword-danced in the courtyard in short sleeves.” She shivered dramatically.

				“Sparring warms the blood. And it’s easier to move in less clothing.”

				“Harder to move if one’s frozen stiff,” she retorted.

				He stopped and turned to her, painfully earnest. “I hope the clime will seem less bitter with time. Summer carries warmer winds up here.”

				Was he worried she found Helsmont too inhospitable? She smiled at him in reassurance. “Between Jakkis’s lessons and five layers of clothes, I’ll survive.”

				They didn’t take mounts, and she found out why when they began making their way along a steep slope. She abandoned dignity and scrambled up the narrow route he insisted on calling a path, using rocky outcroppings and tough-rooted shrubs as handholds. The effort warmed her enough that she pulled her shawl down around her neck.

				“You’re part mountain goat,” she accused as he helped her past a particularly treacherous area that had given him no trouble at all. “And part limpet. We’ll never get back down and we’ll have to spend the rest of our lives at the top of this mountain.”

				His face was grave but she could tell his eyes were laughing at her by a telltale crinkling. “We’re almost there.”

				Their destination turned out to be a fox’s den, a burrow set into a patch of ground obscured by thistles. The sleek, red-furred occupant sat out in front as though waiting for them. The fox eyed her with clear anxiety, but Tathan laid a hand on Kimri’s shoulder, vouching for her, and the vixen relaxed. She trotted into her den.

				“I was with this fox when she birthed her kits,” he said, just as the fox returned with one of them. She repeated the trip until all four had been brought out for the king’s approval. They were fuzzy and blunt-nosed and bounding with energy.

				Kimri didn’t dare touch them, but they tumbled into the mountain-king’s lap with high-pitched yips. He held each one in turn, and they trembled ecstatically in his hands.

				I might do the same if he touches me.

				She nearly stopped breathing. Any noise or movement could attract his attention and let him see the blush she could feel spreading over her face. But if she fainted, he would turn and see her anyway. So she slowly released the air in her lungs and drew a measured amount back in. The world hadn’t changed at all in that space between two breaths, but she felt as though she’d been turned inside out, and the raw surface of her skin was aware of the precise distance between her and him.

				Something small and cold pressed against her wrist: a fox’s nose. The vixen looked up at her with knowing eyes.

				“Oh, quiet, you,” Kimri said to her.

				Tathan looked up at that. “Did she speak to you?”

				“It was a universal look of women everywhere, and louder than words.”

				“I’m glad she has taken to you.”

				“I think that if I were with you, even wild boars would greet me with affection.” She watched the vixen usher her kits back to shelter. “You have a rare touch with animals, you know.” There were more things she could say of him, but it was still newly sprouted knowledge, and she wanted to turn this secret over in her heart a few times before blurting it out. It was almost embarrassing. This was an arranged marriage. She wasn’t supposed to feel this way about him.

				“So do you.”

				She shook her head, knowing that no riverlands fox would have ever let her approach so close. “Do all the creatures here trust you so?”

				“I am the mountain-king.” He offered no more answer than that.

				“Your realm is so mysterious.” And by your realm she meant you, but she couldn’t say that. She lay back on the ground with a sigh and folded her arms behind her head. “Ow.” She moved a rock out from under her back.

				“It’ll be yours to learn about, should you wish. There’s much more to see than the city.”

				“And you’ll show it all to me?” She flung her arms out to either side. She’d seen Helsmont on maps and knew exactly how much land it encompassed, but the flat parchment had failed to capture the richness of the mountains. She was giddy with how much there was to discover. And this man, this king who had inexplicably asked for her, would be with her.

				“Whenever it suits you,” he said, and she smiled just from the pleasure of hearing his deep voice.

				He was smiling too, watching her. “What?” She looked down. Had she spilled something on her clothes?

				“You’re not afraid of me anymore.”

				“I never—” She stopped, knowing it for a lie even as she spoke it. “How couldn’t I be at first? You were the mountain-king on his lofty peak, never seen or heard from. Your guards can cut a man into quarters before he can cough, and your realm’s steel is peerless. That’s all I knew. Now you’re a man who plays with fox kits.” After a moment she added, “And I’m sure you’ve come to learn plenty about me ever since I’ve come here.” About how improper a princess she was. And it hadn’t seemed to put him off at all. That had become her greatest fear.

				“Yes,” he said. “But there’s more, isn’t there?”

				“Yes,” it was her turn to say, and she made it a promise.

				They didn’t stay much longer, as Rendel was surely looking for the king by now. Despite her earlier dire predictions, they made it safely back to the city. She hoped it wasn’t too obvious whenever he helped her down the steep path that she was inclined to let his touch linger.

				Breakfasts became a sun-bright point in her day, a time when she could luxuriate in his presence. Would she ever lose this hypersensitivity to him? Her pulse quickened and her face flushed whenever she was near him, and she couldn’t tell whether spring was descending or if she felt warmer in his presence. They spoke more often and easily, and she even made him laugh twice more. Now she knew why she was counting. She wanted to unfold him and trace the latticework of his thoughts, the pathways to his heart. She knew some of them, his love for his realm, for the outdoors, for animals. But what about her?

				At first she was subtle, eating breakfast as slowly as possible to make it last longer and accompanying him when he went out into the city even on snowy days—”To learn what you do,” she said, all conscientious queen-to-be. But although he seemed to welcome her presence, he treated her with the same solicitous respect as always. It was almost enough to make her regret ignoring the games of flirtation among Anagard nobles.

				It eventually dawned upon her that she would have to be more direct. He’d made the first move, after all, by asking for her as bride. It was her turn to let him know how she felt. She hoped they might return to the fox’s den, where she thought she might scrape up enough courage to ask him, but he always had duties to attend to that took him away after they ate together.

				She turned to face him on the bench. “Tathan…”

				“Yes?” A zephyr played carelessly with her hair. The mountain-king caught a strand, ran it through his fingers, and tucked it carefully behind her ear. Surely the wind wouldn’t dare steal it now that he had chosen where to place it.

				His delicate touch made her think of the animals of the sword-dance. Crane, she decided. And I would be a mouse, for being too timid to even move. Jakkis would be ashamed of her, rightly so. This distant yearning was foolish. What was she afraid of? He had been the one to seek her out, and he must have had a reason. But I have no idea what it was.

				She took a breath, let it out, tried again. “Why did you ask for me as bride?”

				He set down his mug and looked at her seriously. “You came into the mountains once before.”

				Her cheeks warmed as she remembered the time she had joined a band of Anagard soldiers intent on crossing through the pass and raiding Kenasgate. It had taken months for her hair to grow out to a respectable length again.

				But he didn’t mention her disguise. Instead he said, “You almost shot at a hare.”

				“I did shoot at it,” she said, remembering. “I missed.”

				“On purpose.”

				It was true, although the other soldiers had laughed and then blamed her for their lackluster supper that night. But although she’d done her share of hunting, her targets were more often pinecones and abandoned beehives than actual game. She hadn’t seen the need to kill the hare, not when they were preparing to kill men and bring about more than enough death. She was glad now that she hadn’t seen the raid through to the end. She probably wouldn’t have been able to stomach it.

				“How do you know these things?” she wondered, then answered herself, “You know everything that happens on your mountain.”

				“But then you left the mountain.”

				The soldiers had discovered her identity and returned her to Anagard. Although in some ways it had been a relief, it was also a humiliation she preferred not to remember.

				“Whenever my people went to the riverlands to trade, I asked for word of you,” the mountain-king continued. “They tried, but there was little to hear.”

				Because her brother had done his best to suppress any tales about her. “You should’ve come yourself.” The betrothal would’ve come as less of a rude surprise if only she had met her husband-to-be first.

				He shook his head. “I never leave Helsmont, although I wanted to. I was shocked. I am the mountain-king. How could I be intrigued by a riverlands girl?”

				“Yes, tell,” she said brightly.

				He turned his head to regard her. “Perhaps that’s why. My people bear me too much respect, while you show me none at all. Because you care about other matters, like how a man treats his horse. You’re bold yet kind, and I thought you might come to know me beyond my trappings and find something to your liking.”

				He hoped I’d find him to my liking? He has no idea how I feel? To be fair, she didn’t know what drew people to one another. She’d had a childhood infatuation on a boy in the stables, which had led to a far longer-lasting interest in horses, but she couldn’t remember what had attracted her to him besides his roguish good looks and the soft voice he’d used to beguile the horses.

				Dereth had struck up a flirtation with a wealthy merchant’s daughter before their father had died. He had said it was because she actually listened to him. Now that he was king, she supposed too many people listened, and he surely sought something else in a woman.

				Emeray had once brought Samir a baked treat while he was at the keep, and when she had left, he said quietly, “I knew I had to marry her when I went to sleep remembering the smell of flour.”

				Usually when Kimri went to sleep, she was thinking of how cold her feet were. Lately, though, her dreams were restless, and she didn’t know what name to give to the longings she woke with.

				She’d been quiet too long. The mountain-king began to rise.

				She grabbed at him, catching hold of the shoulder of his cloak and a fistful of the tunic beneath. “I do like you. You let me be myself.” She willed him to understand how much that meant to her.

				She caught him off guard, and he nearly fell on top of her but braced himself with a fist against the bench. “Kimri—”

				She was afraid of what he would say. His face was close, and she brought hers even closer.

				Their noses bumped. She found his upper lip. Then he did something to realign their mouths, and they were kissing, sweetly, deeply. She twined her arms around his neck, trying to bring herself closer to his heat.

				He broke her embrace and stood abruptly, drawing in deep breaths.

				“Tathan,” she said, lingering over his name, and reached for him again.

				He caught her hands, tangling their fingers together so she couldn’t touch him as she wished. “I would do you honor.”

				She didn’t understand at first. “What greater honor could there be but to be the one you share your foxes with, this impossible color of sky…” There had never been such a blue in the riverlands. There had never been such a man, proud and beautiful.

				He smiled and his thumb stroked her palm. “The honor of a full year before we claim each other as mates.”

				Her cheeks burned as she realized his meaning. “Do the people of Helsmont not exchange kisses without anything further?”

				He leaned over and kissed her very gently. She missed the feel of his lips as soon as they left hers. “Don’t tempt me, wildling.”

				She kissed him one more time, just to show him they were stopping because she wanted to, then tugged him back down on the bench and turned around to lean her back against him. He folded his arms around her. Here was a source of warmth she’d been sadly underutilizing. “What happens now? Can we be wed?”

				“It takes four seasons,” he reminded her. “I’ll tell Rendel he can make preparations for the first day after the betrothal year ends, but we must wait till then. The ceremony’s only a formality, but one your brother will probably appreciate.”

				“I’m sure he will.” She thought about the letter she would write him, and couldn’t help grinning. “He’ll never believe I caught your interest by disguising myself as a soldier. He thought it was the deepest shame brought down upon our family in four generations.”

				“Why did you do it?”

				“Dereth was off leading some battle and all I was expected to do was to stay home and embroider a war banner.” That sounded too flippant. “Our father had just died and I confused that to mean I could do as I liked. I overheard one of the commandants in the stables talking about a planned raid, and I thought that if Dereth could go out and fight, why couldn’t I? So I stole some leathers, cut off my hair and rode out with the troop. They knew I wasn’t supposed to be with them, but they thought I was a boy deemed too young to fight, eager for his share of war, and they pretended that I fooled them. It was the first time anyone besides Dereth treated me just like anyone else. They swore and joked and talked of women in front of me, and they trusted me to do things on my own—simple tasks about the camp, but still. The way you let me go about the city by myself.”

				“It’s a safe enough place. No predators, no rockfalls.”

				“Yes, but you don’t fuss about what embarrassing things I shouldn’t say, or how disheveled I might look.”

				“Your brother cared about these things?”

				“He didn’t, but he knew others did, and he was trying to keep me marriageable, poor man. I wish he could come meet you.” She ran idle fingers along his arm. “He did what he had to, but I know he was worried about me going off to marry a stranger.”

				“I sent him reassurances when I asked for your hand. But he’s certainly welcome if Anagard can spare him.”

				Anagard couldn’t, but that concern was suddenly subsumed by another. “What did you write him?”

				“That I would give you time to judge me yourself,” he said. “That I wouldn’t bind your spirit. That I would try to make you happy here.”

				“He never told me any of this!”

				“Perhaps he, too, wanted to let you judge on your own.”

				“It’s probably more that I stopped talking to him.” Those had been tense weeks.

				“Because he betrothed you to me?”

				She glanced away guiltily. “Yes.” She added quickly, “But I’ve come to feel differently about it. You know that.”

				“I’m sorry I left you wondering about me. I should have sent a letter to you directly, but I was told that in the riverlands, that would be considered unseemly. I knew you were untraditional, but I wasn’t sure of your brother.”

				“If anything, he encouraged me in my ways. At least until he took rule. He had to become more conventional then.”

				His arms tightened around her. “I don’t want the same to happen to you.”

				She craned her head back and pulled his mouth down onto hers. “Good,” she said once their kiss ended. “Because if Anagard couldn’t make me into a traditional woman, it won’t happen here. Is that enough reassurance? Will you wed me now?”

				“I count the days.”

				“You’ve spent months longer courting me than any lord in Anagard would have bothered with. And you’re making me wait even more.”

				“It’s tradition. It helps ensure the marriage is a strong one.”

				“And the betrothal tortuous.”

				“Has it been thus so far?”

				“Excruciating.”

				“You’re strong. You’ll survive.”

				She laughed, having expected to be cosseted. “Fine. I’ll see the year out. We’ve less than half to go, anyway.”

				He laid a gentle kiss upon her hair.

				Someone cleared his throat from the doorway and she looked over. Poor Rendel. She couldn’t begrudge him the interruption, for she was too happy with the world and everyone in it. And she knew he worked hard so as to disturb the mountain-king only when he had to. But there were limits to a seneschal’s power.

				She felt a sigh lift Tathan’s chest. “I must go.”

				“I know. You actually have a kingdom to rule.” She scooted down the bench so he could stand. “Places to go and important matters to consider.”

				Once he was on his feet, he bent down to kiss her one last time. “But no matter where in my realm my thoughts might dwell,” he said, “they return to you.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				She wasn’t sure how people could tell, but they seemed to know as soon as they saw her. Merinee demanded details of all that had passed between her and the king. Rendel inquired about her preferences for the wedding ceremony, and even Beatris grinned at her knowingly. On her next trip to the bakery, Emeray glanced up from the dough she was kneading and exclaimed, “Oh, you’ve chosen!”

				Kimri put her hands to her heated cheeks and laughed. “I still have some time left in my betrothal period.”

				“No one ever decides on the very last day of the year. I would’ve married Samir the day he asked if I could have. I’m so glad. You’ve been good for our king, you know. He’s been staying in the city longer and roving less.”

				That startled her. “I thought he never left Helsmont.”

				“He doesn’t, not the kingdom. But there are the mines, of course, and plenty of hamlets elsewhere in these mountains, and he used to travel to them often. A restless heart, I think.”

				“He shouldn’t change because of me.” She was all too conscious of all the ways in which she was hardly a desirable bride.

				Emeray smiled indulgently. “Some people only need a reason. And the seneschal’s been run ragged these past few years. It’s time for our king to attend to his duties again.”

				There did always seem to be sleep-shadows under Rendel’s eyes, and she’d seen the way he practically had to ambush the king to get his attention. She’s right. Some of those duties would fall upon her—a thought that would have alarmed her once. But now that she knew the folk of the keep, she didn’t think she would have any trouble.

				She wrote Dereth, somehow finding words to describe her new feelings about the betrothal. He would be relieved she hadn’t run away or otherwise ruined this match. And she knew he would be happy for her. He hadn’t wanted her miserably married. If there had ever been rumors about the mountain-king, like there had been about that one Anagard lord and his women servants, Dereth would have never consented to the match.

				But although her brother usually found time to scribble at least a few sentences in reply, no response came. Did I shock him wordless? Perhaps she’d written too much about her own feelings and not enough about Tathan’s, and he thought hers a one-sided infatuation. That had been the one time she’d truly seen him tongue-tied, when he’d discovered her flirting with the terrified stable hand in Anagard. He’d eventually recovered enough to tease her for weeks afterward.

				But trader after trader came to Helsmont without a letter from Dereth. She even asked Merinee about sending a messenger, who would be able to wait for a response.

				“Your brother may be in constant battle,” Merinee said in one of her rare serious moods. “Traders say it’s gotten bloodier in the riverlands as of late.”

				Her mind shuddered away from the thought of Dereth lying injured on the battlefield, or even dead. “Why didn’t anyone tell me?”

				“What was there to tell? If I knew anything about your brother, I would let you know. But all I hear are vague rumors that’ll leave you wondering and worrying. I’d rather have a good reason to upset you. For all I know, you haven’t heard from him because paper and ink have become dear in the riverlands.”

				Although spring had warmed the days enough for her to go out riding, she took to haunting the city gates, waiting for travelers who might bear news. The guards had to chase her away with reassurances that they would send word as soon as they heard any. One of them must have reported the incident to the king, for at their next breakfast, Tathan, looking troubled, promised to send her next letter by a special messenger.

				She dashed to her room and began writing yet another message to Dereth. She tried to keep her tone offhand so he wouldn’t accuse her of fussing overmuch. Surely he’s fine, and he’ll write back to me grumbling about how many letters I’m swamping him with.

				Someone knocked at her door. “Princess?”

				It was Beatris, leading a man from Anagard who was travel-worn and wrapped in the many layers no native of Helsmont needed. She vaguely recognized him as a soldier who served under her brother—a man from the capitol, not one of those who followed one of the noble houses.

				“He says he’s come from your brother,” Beatris said. “He has a message for you.”

				Her gaze dropped to the man’s hands, but he held no scroll case. A spoken message from a soldier? Despite her unease, she smiled a welcome. “I’m sorry, I don’t remember your name—”

				“Gannet, my princess,”

				“So you know him?” Beatris asked.

				She nodded.

				“I’ll be within earshot, just in case,” Beatris said, and moved into the hall.

				“She means no insult,” Kimri started to reassure Gannet, but he fell to his knees and grasped her hands.

				“My princess, forgive me.” He pressed the backs of her hands against his forehead, hiding his face, but she could hear the tears in his voice.

				She felt cold. “What for?”

				“The king has been captured.”

				She snatched her hands back. “Dereth?”

				He nodded, still refusing to look up at her.

				“How?”

				“In battle. His horse was struck and he fell. He cried ransom, and we hear he is unharmed and will be returned once ransom is paid.”

				She wanted to weep with relief. “What’s the price?”

				He swallowed. “A thousand swords.”

				The blood ran out of her face. And I thought my bride-price was high. The king of Kenasgate asked for even more. He was effectively demanding Anagard’s surrender.

				She forced her voice to steadiness. “Who’s serving as regent?”

				“Peramin, my princess.”

				One of her older cousins, with a mild voice but stubborn streak. I suppose that runs in the family. She liked Peramin—he had sometimes joined in the swordplay lessons she coaxed from Dereth, treating it like a game—but she didn’t know how she felt about him as acting king. He had marriage ties to one of the noble houses that might make the others more reluctant to follow him.

				“What does he plan to do?”

				Gannet hesitated. “Fight on.”

				“Did he try to negotiate the price?”

				“The king of Kenasgate didn’t seem disposed toward negotiations.” Gannet finally met her gaze. “He sent our last messenger back on a donkey, having claimed the horse for his own. He said if the price didn’t seem fitting for a king, he might ask for steeds, as well.”

				She clenched her hands into fists at her sides. Dereth was worth any price to her, but demanding ransom was an established procedure, and while few could resist the opportunity for a bit of taunting, such blatant discourtesy was uncalled for.

				She must have made a sound, for Beatris strode back inside. “What is it?”

				Kimri spun to face her. “I must see the king.”

				Beatris didn’t question her, only gestured for her to follow.

				“My thanks, Gannet,” she said to the soldier. “Rendel, the seneschal, will see to you. I’ll do what I can for my brother.”

				She saw him slump against the wall before she had to turn and hurry to catch up to Beatris. The staccato of her steps seemed to underline her urgency.

				The commandant led her up one of the towers, where Tathan was speaking with one of the guards. He broke away when he saw her. “My heart. What’s wrong?”

				“Kenasgate has taken my brother captive.”

				He stood quite still. “So they’ve conquered Anagard?”

				“No, one of my cousins is leading our people and the army. But they have to get Dereth back.”

				Tathan looked at her steadily. “He is a king. They will not harm him.”

				“Is that what you’d want someone to say if you were captured?” she demanded.

				“I would never be so foolish as to become captured.”

				“That’s fine for you to say. You can sit atop your mountain without a care for what other realms are doing. Most kings don’t have that luxury.”

				“What do you want me to do?”

				“I need one thousand swords. It’s the ransom-price.”

				“That’s enough for an entire army.”

				“Yes.”

				And he said, “No.”

				Tears of frustration pricked her eyes. “You don’t have to forge them all. I know it’s impossible for your smiths to work that fast. But you could buy some, and trade for more. And Anagard must still have some from my bride-price.”

				“One thousand swords would give Kenasgate the courage to attack any kingdom it liked. Even mine.”

				“You have to ransom him!”

				“The terms of our alliance were that I would never attack Anagard and keep Kenasgate raiders outside my borders,” he said. “I never promised to help defend Anagard. And I can’t pay the ransom for the king of another realm.”

				She couldn’t stand his reasonableness. She pivoted sharply and stalked out of the tower. Tathan was too wise to call after her.

				The courtyard was full of people, but their faces all seemed blurred and she waved away the greetings she received, unable to tell whom they came from. The stables offered solace. In there, Redwing was a welcome presence, nuzzling her with a warmth she sorely needed.

				“I’m going for a ride,” she said. The stable hand shaped half a protest with his lips before he saw her face and his objection withered. He helped tack her horse and she swung herself up into the saddle. She rode out of the city at a fast clip.

				She remembered the path Yerra had recommended to her, off to the north, and set off in that direction. Her mare picked up her tension and moved into a canter despite the uphill incline. At least her horse bothered to notice that she was upset.

				No, that’s not fair. Tathan understood her feelings. He simply refused to act.

				Fuming, she paid little attention to her surroundings until there came a sound like a crack of thunder from above. She looked up to see a rocky part of the mountain break off and tumble toward her. Gravel skittered into their path first, and her mare tried to sidestep even as Kimri urged her forward and out of the way. Then a jagged boulder hurtled down toward them. Redwing reared as though her lashing hooves could shatter the stone.

				A sudden lurch—

				Kimri hit the ground hard, her shoulder taking the brunt of the impact. She instinctively pulled her feet free of the stirrups and rolled off to one side as she heard Redwing neigh, far too close to her ear. She threw her arms over her head and cowered as scattered pieces of rock continued to fall down. The air tasted of dust.

				When at last the rumbling stopped, she gasped in a breath and scrambled to her feet. She heard Redwing and ran to her, heedless of her bruises and the rocks underfoot. The mare lay on her side, flailing about, voice shrill. Kimri caught her head and held it in her lap, saying meaningless words while fighting for calm so she wouldn’t upset her horse further. “My beauty, dear heart, I’m sorry. Please be still. I’m sorry…” But she could already tell it was hopeless from the ugly angle of one of the forelegs. Her stomach pinched.

				Steady hoofbeats punctuated her horse’s screams. She looked up to see a mounted figure coming closer and recognized who it was even through her tears. Beatris had followed her.

				The commandant rode up and dismounted, looking down at the frantic mare with a dispassionate eye. “I’ll take care of her.” Although her voice was neutral, her mouth drew tight.

				Kimri managed to say, “Thank you,” through the lump in her throat. Helsmont takes everything from me. Her home, brother, her horse… She soothed her wild-eyed mare as best she could while Beatris knelt and swiftly used her sword.

				She gave in to the racking sobs she’d been holding back, feeling Redwing’s blood splash hot on her hands and the thrashing stop. It took far too long for her to swallow the remainder of her tears and give her mare’s muzzle one last stroke before staggering to her feet.

				Beatris, she realized muzzily, was still with her, having waited patiently through the storm of her weeping. She didn’t know if she loved or hated the commandant for killing Redwing and ending her pain. She kept staring at the still remains, trying to see her mare’s warm spirit in that broken mass.

				“There’s no sense staying here,” Beatris said at last, and Kimri only noticed then how long the shadows had stretched. “Let’s head back.”

				She looked up at the commandant. “Did you follow me here?”

				“Yes. I thought you might ride all the way to Kenasgate on your own to try to rescue your brother. But you took the northern path instead, and I almost let you go. I kept following, though.”

				She dredged up the proper words. “Thank you.”

				Beatris ignored the thanks. “Come on.” She gestured. “Get on.”

				She backed away, aghast. She can’t be serious. “You saw what I did!”

				“You didn’t know that rockfall would happen,” Beatris said in her matter-of-fact way. “You’re still inexperienced with these mountain paths.” But she let Kimri walk alongside her as she led her horse on foot back to the city.

				Inside the gates, she looked straight ahead, meeting no one’s gaze. Beatris made her stop at the well to wash off the worst of the blood and brusquely shooed away anyone who tried to show any concern. For once, Kimri didn’t even notice the chill of the water. Then Beatris took her to the keep, pausing only briefly at the stables to thrust her horse’s reins into the stable hand’s hold.

				“The princess’s horse—” he began.

				Beatris said curtly, “Hold your tongue,” as Kimri felt her chest tighten again.

				The commandant marched her up to her chamber, numb legs and all. “Change your clothes.”

				Kimri looked down at them and realized that the blood had splashed onto her tunic. “I’ll call for water.”

				A bath won’t help. But she obediently washed anyway. Beatris checked the worst of her bruises before she allowed Kimri to dress again.

				“There’s nothing seriously wrong with you physically, but…” Beatris sighed. “I’ll get the king.”

				“No!” She sprang to her feet and found herself standing in the doorway, arms spread as though she could bodily stop the commandant. “I can’t see him.”

				Beatris paused. “Very well. I won’t tell him, not now. Get some rest. I’ll let people know they should leave you be for tonight.”

				She let Beatris pass and heard the door close behind her. She’d been afraid she would start crying the moment she was alone, but her tears were locked inside of her. She sat on her bed and buried her face in her hands. How can I bring Redwing back? How can I get ahold of a thousand swords?

				The answer was stark. I can’t.

				She stood and walked over to the window. For once she didn’t bother to cover up against the winds that swept across her face. The cold made it easier to keep her thoughts sharp and out of the haze she longed to sink into.

				Beatris’s words echoed in her mind. I thought you might ride all the way to Kenasgate on your own to try to rescue your brother.

				She didn’t know where she was going until she found herself climbing the steps of the watchtower two at a time. Herrol still stayed there most of the time, he said because he could see Kenasgate in the distance. He was leaning against the battlements.

				“Herrol.”

				He turned and lost his smile when he saw her face. “What’s happened?”

				She tugged him down the stairs to where they wouldn’t be overheard by the guard. “They have my brother.”

				It took him a moment to understand. When he did, his face went so blank she knew he was hiding his exultation. She was grateful to him for that. “Kenasgate will treat him well,” Herrol said. “Perhaps not as finely as the mountain-king has treated me, but—”

				The same excuse. She cut him off. “I want to trade you for him.”

				His eyes widened and he seized her shoulders. “Kimri, what are you saying?”

				The words tumbled from her mouth. “I’ll return you to Kenasgate. You’ll be home. They’ll have their heir back. And I’ll have my brother.”

				He let her go. “I’m the mountain-king’s ransom-prisoner, and you’re not even the queen yet. You don’t have the right to trade me.”

				“I’ll take you out secretly.”

				“I don’t doubt you would,” he murmured. “And I suppose I gave my word not to escape from the commandant, not from Helsmont.”

				“I’m also the one who disarmed you. Perhaps that does make you my hostage.”

				He paced away up the stairs, then spun back. “I’m but an heir. Hardly a fitting bargain for a king.”

				She stared up at him. He’s objecting? “What more can I give them?”

				His mouth slanted in something like a smile. “Yourself?”

				“I’m not worth anything.”

				“And yet you were traded for an unprecedented alliance and the finest of weapons.”

				“As a bride-to-be,” she said, then stopped. He couldn’t be suggesting what she thought he was.

				Herrol took a step down toward her. He stood very close to her now, watching her intently.

				She hugged herself. “I’m betrothed.”

				“Don’t you think I would be asking you in a more traditional way if you weren’t?”

				“We’re at war—”

				“What better way to forge peace?”

				She swallowed. Her mouth was dry of words.

				His hands rested gently on her shoulders then moved upward, very slowly, to frame her face. “Kimri,” he whispered.

				She closed her eyes when he kissed her. It was a gentle, tentative thing, not unpleasant, but different. She responded out of reflex more than anything else. Her lips tingled after he lifted his head. She found she was shivering.

				“I’ll ride with you to Kenasgate,” he said. “I’d be mad not to. And on the way there…think on it?”

				Still unable to speak, she nodded.

				She liked Herrol. She didn’t want to marry him. Yet if that was the price she had to pay for Dereth’s freedom…

				Of course, Dereth would want to strangle her for unraveling the careful alliance he’d crafted. But she’d tried to stand by that, and look what his so-called ally did.

				She burned at the memory of how Tathan had turned away from Dereth. I will not lose my brother.

				“We’ll need horses,” she said, steeling herself against the pain in that word. “The stable hands break for dinner in a couple of hours. They’ll be distracted. We can try to get mounts then.” She would have preferred to wait until nightfall, but while Herrol had the freedom of the city during daytime as long as someone he accompanied him—she counted as sufficient escort—he was expected back in the watchtower by sundown.

				“Supplies too,” he said. “It’s not an easy ride to Kenasgate.”

				“I know the folk in the kitchens. I’ll be able to get some food, at least. And I still have my saddlebags.”

				“Good. We’ll need to travel fast and light anyway, so we won’t need too much. How will we get out of the city? I’m not allowed past the gates.”

				“I know a way,” she said, remembering what Merinee had once told her about secret exits.

				Neither of them had the patience to lay more careful plans. She went back up the stairs to talk to the guard. Good. Someone I don’t know. “We’re going out into the city.” She resisted the urge to pile on additional explanation. Better to keep it simple.

				The guard nodded, and she burned with shame at how easily he accepted her lie.

				In the kitchens, she somehow summoned the semblance of a lighter spirit to wheedle some oatcakes from the cook. She couldn’t ask for too many without arousing suspicions, and they took up all too little space in her saddlebags. Feeling like gutter scum, she went to Emeray’s to see what more she could scrounge.

				She couldn’t hide her jitteriness from the baker, who insisted on plying her with baked goods to comfort her. When she mumbled something about taking the pastries away with her for future enjoyment, Emeray’s gaze was sympathetic, and she uncharacteristically let Kimri go without pressing for more conversation. Had she already heard about Redwing? She felt sick but thanked Emeray sincerely. The pastries might provide the only sweetness on her journey.

				She and Herrol bundled a blanket and her extra cloak as a makeshift bedroll. All they needed now were horses. But she was slow about closing her saddlebags, and her fingers lingered on the buckle afterward.

				“Are you sure you want to do this?”

				Her head jerked up and she checked Herrol’s expression. His mouth was drawn tight but he seemed to truly mean the question. Her guilt must be painfully obvious.

				“Yes,” she said, willing it to be true. If she stopped and thought about it for too long, she would lose her nerve.

				They went down the stairs and through the courtyard, trying not to look suspicious to anyone they passed on the way to the stables.

				Taking mounts was easier than she’d hoped. They were used to her presence in the stables, and even despite the earlier accident, didn’t wonder why she was there. Herrol tipped over a hanging basket, spilling grain everywhere, and in the ensuing chaos of interested horses and cursing stable hands, she managed to lead two of the mountain ponies out the back and even snagged a bag of fodder on her way.

				“Could you only get stunted ones out without notice?” Herrol eyed their mounts dubiously.

				She patted one’s muzzle. “They’re mountain ponies. They’re strong and do better on the trails here. Also, they’re calmer than most of the horses. I didn’t want to risk a stray whinny catching attention.”

				They walked the ponies eastward to the hawthorn tree Merinee had told her about. The postern was cleverly hidden, matching the pattern of the stone wall around it, and only just wide enough for their ponies to fit through one at a time. I hope Merinee won’t remember that she mentioned it to me. Surely no one would think of their escaping through it if it hadn’t been used for so long.

				Herrol closed the postern behind them. “How did you find out about this?”

				“What, your spy didn’t tell you about it?”

				He didn’t say anything for a moment, and she remembered she had never seen any sign of this spy. Perhaps he had been discovered and disposed of.

				Herrol sighed. “No. I’m just glad you knew.”

				They hadn’t dared take tack as well, so Herrol folded a blanket over the back of his pony and swung a leg over, looking as though he expected the creature to collapse at the first settling of his weight. When it proved equal to the task, he let out a breath. “Right then, let’s go.”

				Dereth was right to warn me not to run away. She mounted her pony. Perhaps she was doomed to abscond from any kingdom she came to.

				The path was steep and rocky, quickly dropping them out of sight of the keep’s walls. It had been neglected, overgrown in places with prickly nettles that she held back with her gloved hands so they wouldn’t score the hides of their ponies. This was one road the guards had never bothered keeping clear, perhaps to better conceal it.

				She’d been outside in the mountains before, with guards or with Tathan, but after only a few dozen steps, this time already felt different: the peaks seemed to cast ominous shadows over their path. An eagle soared overhead, just like on the day she’d first come to Helsmont. Unease settled in the pit of her stomach, lead-heavy, but she urged her pony onward, away from the city and her mountain-king.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				The trail narrowed so much they had to walk their ponies. It was a scant reassurance that anyone following them would also have to do the same. Merinee had also mentioned alternative routes, after all. And in shadowed areas that saw little sun, there were still frozen mounds of snow where they had to step carefully lest they slip. She would never have dared this path under normal circumstances. At least there were enough scrubby mountain shrubs for their ponies to occasionally browse upon.

				Traveling with Herrol this time was a far cry from their previous journey, when he’d been a ransom-prisoner and yet lighter-hearted. They traveled in grim silence, hoping their head start and willingness to travel light and long would keep the Helsmont guards from catching up to them. Instead of stopping to eat, they gnawed on bread while walking their horses, not thinking past the need to place one foot in front of the other. Sometimes the steep slopes strained her knees. She became acutely conscious of all the aches she’d suffered from the rockfall, tried to ignore them and when that didn’t work, switched to cataloguing them instead.

				To her surprise, they saw no signs of pursuit on the first day, and even the second passed without anyone coming up behind them. By the third they had relaxed a bit.

				“They would have searched the city for us first,” she said as they watered their mounts at a small spring they’d discovered seeping out from a fissure in the rock wall. The water was icy cold, but she didn’t hesitate to drink it. “And they might not have realized the ponies were gone until nightfall, when it’d be dangerous for a search party to set out.”

				Herrol scrubbed at his eyes, which were red-rimmed from poor sleep. They’d tried taking turns keeping watch at night so that they might have some warning should the guards close in on them, but Kimri had fallen asleep the first night without waking him. He’d been angry until he’d done the same the next night. “I still would’ve thought they’d have caught up to us by now. They know these mountains better than we do.”

				“Don’t question our luck,” she said, remembering how Dereth had always teased her about drawing trouble like a lodestone. Then again, wasn’t she the cause of the trouble this time? She finished filling her waterskin and stashed it away. “Let’s keep going.”

				Eventually the slope of their path gentled and widened. Encouraged, they pressed on even as evening gave way to night. Just when she was about to call a halt, Herrol stopped.

				“We’re in Kenasgate.” His posture was different now, a stiffness gone.

				She could actually smell it. The air of Helsmont was crisper, invigorating her lungs every time she inhaled. Here it was warmer and the air felt heavier, more humid. And she was no longer bracing her legs against an ever-present incline.

				“Will we have any trouble reaching the capitol?” she asked.

				He shook his head. “The war hit the river-side of the kingdom badly, but we reached treaty with Mirland to the east several years ago, and there are often travelers and traders.” He reached over and grabbed her hand. “We did it!” He leaned toward her to kiss her, and she couldn’t help flinching away.

				He stopped, his elation draining away. “You don’t want to marry me, do you?”

				“Herrol… You’re like another brother to me. The way we banter—it’s just like with Dereth.”

				“Perhaps your feelings will change.” But his face was bleak. He dropped her hand.

				She couldn’t imagine her feelings changing the same way they had with Tathan. Even when she’d been reluctant about her betrothal, something about the mountain-king had intrigued her. Herrol offered nothing except the cold certainty of having to live in a kingdom that had brought many deaths to hers.

				She turned aside the topic. “Do you think we can set camp for tonight?”

				He nodded. “We’ll be safe. The Helsmont guards won’t come this far. No need to keep watch tonight.”

				She couldn’t muster the same enthusiasm, but she did share a smile of relief with him. She still couldn’t believe that the guards hadn’t caught up to them, but he was right, it was too late for them now. Helsmont had become strict about keeping other soldiers out of its borders, and could hardly send its guards to encroach the same. “We can stop somewhere tomorrow to reprovision,” she said. Their hastily gathered supplies, hardly abundant in the first place, were already depleted.

				“We should keep moving quickly, though.”

				Dereth. He was still being held prisoner by Kenasgate. “Yes.”

				But today they were exhausted to their limits, and having reached the border, they celebrated by eating the last crumbs of the oatcakes. They even dared lay a proper fire, and despite their commitment to speed, slept later into the morning than usual, sheer relief finally granting them restful sleep.

				* * *

				In the light of the morning, the forests of Kenasgate didn’t look all that different from those Anagard. The trees were of familiar types, enough so that she found some edible plants for their breakfast. But as they made their way through the thickly wooded area, she grew completely disoriented. Herrol led them onward with confidence, though.

				“Do you know where we are?” she asked as they picked their way along what looked to her like a deer trail.

				He threw her a wry smile over his shoulder. “This is the route I took to catch you in the mountains. Just in the other direction.”

				“Was the ambush your idea?”

				He shook his head. “One of my father’s commandants came up with the scheme. I went because I’d led a fair number of raids by way of Helsmont, so I knew the land, and my father was always challenging me and my brother to prove ourselves.”

				She remembered the troop she’d secretly joined, which had gone through Helsmont for the same purpose. How much of the war had been played out through the mountain kingdom’s border trails before the treaty had sealed them off?

				And how many Anagard men did Herrol kill on those raids?

				“There’s a village nearby,” he was saying. “There’ll be soldiers posted there, and we can trade our ponies for courier-mounts.”

				She felt a pang at the thought of abandoning the mountain ponies, who were unlikely to be appreciated in the flat, warm lands of Kenasgate. But he was right that their short legs and patient spirits would gain them no advantage in the riverlands. She only hoped the soldiers would recognize Herrol and let him commandeer horses. Their days in the mountains had left them both looking like wild folk, unkempt and gritty and none too fragrant. They hadn’t had the time—nor had she quite the heart—to bathe in the chilly mountain springs.

				Herrol’s sense of direction proved true, and they rode into a small settlement before long.

				“This village has a garrison?” She looked around the motley collection of straw-thatched cottages. What here could be worth guarding? Many of the houses were simple one-room structures, and the dirt paths between them didn’t have the deep ruts wagons usually left. She couldn’t imagine proper stables in this place.

				“I don’t think there’s an inn here. They’ll probably be staying in a nearby barn.”

				“I meant that it seems strange to post men here at all.”

				Chickens wandered through the streets, undisturbed by their presence. The villagers were likely out working. They didn’t see any people until a boy came out and spied them, yelped and ran off before they could exchange any words.

				Herrol ignored the boy to respond to her. “It’s close to Helsmont.”

				“Which has never attacked any other realm.”

				“My father hardly trusted that to hold true after the alliance with Anagard.” He shook his head. “I still want to know what your brother said to the mountain-king to make him agree.”

				Oh, Tathan. She thought of how he’d seen her in her soldier’s garb in the mountains, and her heart constricted. “It wasn’t anything Dereth said.” But her words were soft and swept away by the tumult of soldiers riding up to them.

				This was not a unit of raw recruits, posted here for appearance’s sake. These men were older and hard-eyed, marked by scars and with far too easy a hand upon their weapons. They circled her and Herrol in a din of neighing horses and squawking chickens. Behind them she glimpsed the boy who’d fled earlier, apparently to report their presence.

				The commandant of the troop brandished his sword. “Tell me who you are and why you’re here.” The soldiers’ horses pressed in on them until even the mountain ponies grew nervous.

				Herrol sat straight in the saddle and looked directly at him. “You should know who I am.” He spoke with the assurance of a commandant, and for the first time she saw him as a prince who could lead an army. Even astride his mountain pony, grimy and travel-worn, he carried unmistakable authority.

				The commandant’s sneer slipped. “My prince!” The soldiers hastily lowered their swords at his frantic gesture. “Forgive me. We thought you were still in Helsmont.”

				“I escaped,” Herrol said, “with the aid of Princess Kimri.”

				The commandant eyed her suspiciously. “Of Anagard?”

				“Yes.”

				The boy suddenly lunged forward. “Anagard filth!” He scooped up a rock and flung it at her. It hit her cheek in a burst of pain, making her head snap to one side.

				Herrol seized his reins, but his pony was still penned in by the soldiers’ horses. “Grab him!”

				A new clamor arose as the soldiers tried to catch the boy, but he was too nimble for them. “Let him go,” she called even as she gingerly felt her face. She didn’t feel any blood, just scraped skin and some swelling. There was no real harm done, and the sight of hardened soldiers chasing after a child couldn’t be borne.

				Herrol caught her chin and took a hard look. “It’s going to bruise badly.”

				“I’m fine. At least my nose is still straight.” She tried to grin but ended up wincing instead.

				He didn’t look appreciative of the reminder. “I’m sorry this is the reception you got.”

				The commandant coughed. “We’re still warring with Anagard, my prince.”

				Herrol whirled on him. “She’s been in Helsmont, and just left a forced betrothal to the mountain-king.”

				The guards were too disciplined to say anything aloud, but she saw their gazes upon her turn speculative. She bit her tongue. The folk of Anagard were used to her ways, and those in Helsmont had been remarkably accepting of willful women, but she suspected that these men of Kenasgate would not hear favorably anything she had to say.

				“We should take you to our king, my prince,” the commandant said.

				Herrol gave him a patient look. “Yes. We’re traveling toward the capitol. We require fresh horses. Once we have them, we’ll be on our way.”

				The commandant’s horse sidled, sensing its rider’s unease. “We’ll have to accompany you.”

				Herrol’s hands tensed on the reins, but he spoke evenly. “Don’t you have duties to attend to?”

				The commandant glanced at her. “She’s a valuable prisoner, my prince.”

				“She’s with me.”

				“My prince, you were sent to bring her to Kenasgate seasons ago.” The insinuation was unmistakable: Herrol couldn’t be trusted to handle her, not when he couldn’t manage it previously.

				What had they heard about that failed ambush? She’d written Dereth about it, so perhaps he’d used that knowledge to taunt his enemies, and it had become a source of shame. She didn’t care whether they were accompanied by soldiers—she needed to reach the king of Kenasgate one way or another—but she did wish she could spare Herrol this embarrassment. So she remained uncharacteristically meek as he stiffly acceded to an escort. The commandant made the necessary arrangements, dividing the garrison and rounding up mounts and supplies. She lingered only a moment to leave a hand on the muzzle of her pony.

				They gave her what the commandant promised was the gentlest horse in the village that still had good legs. The gelding wasn’t gentle so much as broken-spirited, and she bit her tongue against the railing she normally would have delivered about the proper care of animals. Nor did she tell them she could’ve handled a livelier steed. The commandant’s high-handedness made her grit her teeth and resolve to be quietly unhelpful. In Anagard she wouldn’t have bothered with the quiet.

				Herrol didn’t notice, as he was busy speaking with the commandant and trying to extract the latest news from him. This outpost didn’t seem like a place that would receive much word from the rest of Kenasgate, but Herrol had been away for long enough that he kept his head bent by the commandant’s for a good part of their ride.

				In some ways it was a relief to return to flat roads, especially since her horse probably wouldn’t have been able to handle anything hillier. But she found that she missed the landscape of the mountains. Whenever she raised her gaze, the sky seemed curiously empty.

				And the troop that the commandant had detached from the garrison rode closely enough for her to realize she was being guarded. Not as a valued guest, but as a prisoner. They gave me this sorry nag so I wouldn’t be able to outrun them. She wouldn’t have believed it of herself, but she almost missed the days when it’d been only herself and Herrol riding together down the mountain. At least I didn’t have all these soldiers suffocating me.

				Herrol did check on her when they stopped at a town on the way and commandeered an inn’s best room for her use. “It’ll be several days’ ride, depending how the weather holds. But we’ll be stopping at farmhouses and inns, so it won’t be too hard on you.”

				We just escaped out of the mountains together, and he’s worried that riding through the riverlands will be too hard on me? “I think I’ve managed fine so far.”

				“Yes, you have.” His smile was grateful. “But I’ll make sure some better clothes and a hot meal are sent up to you. The wine here is miserable, but at least there is some.”

				“I don’t care about the wine,” she said, trying not to let her voice turn frosty and failing. “I care about Dereth.”

				His smile dimmed. “Of course.” He left her.

				When they at last reached Kenasgate’s capitol, it was in the early afternoon hours, when the city was at its busiest. The commandant exchanged hasty words with the sentries at the gate, then rode on through toward the keep at a quick pace despite the crowded streets. People scuttled out of their way without any outcry. How often do they have to dodge soldiers’ horses to be so practiced at it?

				More men guarded the keep, but they gave way once they saw Herrol. The prince looked more like himself now, as he had managed to shave and borrow a soldier’s spare set of leathers. She had no such recourse. The first innkeeper’s daughter had given her a dress that ill-fit her, and her hair was in tangles. Her bruised cheek, after blossoming into a lurid purple-blue at first, had now settled into a sickly greenish swelling.

				Even so, Herrol’s word must had held enough weight for people to believe she was a princess, for she was admitted after only a couple of doubtful glances. After a tense, whispered discussion, the men from the village garrison were dismissed, and a band of keep guards took over their escort. She nervously tracked Herrol with her gaze, keeping him in sight, as he was the only person she knew here. The garrison soldiers hadn’t been the most courteous of men, but they had respected Herrol and thus her. These new soldiers eyed her with undisguised hostility. And she was in the heart of the territory of her homeland’s enemy.

				They took her to the map room, where the king leaned over a table covered with papers and surrounded by men. He wore full armor even here in his own keep; the finger that he jabbed downward on some piece of land was encased in a metal gauntlet. His helm had been set upon the table not far from him, weighting down a curling corner of a piece of paper. Her heart wrenched as she got a closer look at the map. Anagard.

				One of the advisor’s eyes widened as he caught sight of Herrol. “My prince!”

				Amidst the following exclamations and murmurs, the king looked up. Even without his helm, his expression was inscrutable.

				“Prince Herrol,” he said, and she wondered at the lack of a warmer greeting. “So you’ve returned.”

				“Yes, my king.” Herrol took hold of her arm, pulling her forward. “And my mission was successful. I’ve brought the king of Anagard’s sister.”

				She jerked her elbow out from his grasp and thought of slamming it into his face to break his nose again. Brought me? I’m the one who brought him! But the guards around them bristled with weapons, and she didn’t think they would hesitate to use them on her.

				The king looked her over with a skeptical air. She couldn’t blame him, seeing as how she didn’t look anything like a princess. “You’re only several months late, I suppose,” he mused.

				“I was stubborn,” she said.

				The king’s gaze turned stern. “And now?”

				She didn’t look at Herrol. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

				“A willing bride?”

				Kimri swallowed. “I am still betrothed to another.” The guards shifted and their weapons seem to gleam all the sharper. “But according to mountain custom, an unfulfilled betrothal ends after a year.”

				“And when will that be?”

				“It began the day your son and I arrived in Helsmont. Surely you know how many months he’s been gone from your side.”

				From Herrol’s faint hiss of breath she knew it was unwise to provoke this king. But she would let him know—as she had once before let Herrol know—that it was unwise to hold princesses against their will.

				“You’ll remain our guest till then,” the king said.

				“And Dereth?”

				“The king of Anagard will continue to be held as a ransom-prisoner.”

				“Can I speak with him?”

				Herrol tried to pull her away. “I’ll take you to him.”

				Kimri didn’t look away from the king. “Will you release him?”

				He frowned but nodded. “On the day of your wedding. There’ll be no need to hold him after that, as our realms will be allied. Herrol will see to you till then.” He bent over the map again in clear dismissal.

				She swallowed back angry words. This wasn’t what she had intended—she had imagined more of a negotiation—but she could tell the king was in no mood to hear her out. Despite his words, she was no better than a prisoner in his eyes. Perhaps Herrol would listen to her, and she could somehow convince him that they shouldn’t wed. There must be a fair ransom-price for Dereth they could all agree upon, one that didn’t involve marriage.

				The guards behind them parted and Herrol turned her around so they could leave the room.

				One of the younger men who had been standing beside the king followed them out. He also wore metal armor, which meant he held some rank. “Herrol—”

				“Leden.” The two clasped hands and pulled each other close for a long moment.

				Leden, she remembered, was the youngest prince of Kenasgate. He didn’t look much like Herrol, with his hair much lighter and a narrower face, but their mothers had been different.

				“We’d almost given up on you,” he was saying to Herrol. “You don’t know how shocked our father must be under that gruff face.”

				“He’s overcome with disappointment, I’m sure. Leave it be.” Herrol held his brother by the shoulders and looked him over. “I’m glad you’re well. There was barely any news at all about how the war fared.”

				“I was in some battles, but you know me, I always get out of scrapes without a scratch.”

				So this is my counterpart. She was the one who got into trouble and pulled everyone else into it.

				Leden returned his brother’s perusal. “You look like an ill-trimmed scarecrow. Do you want to go scrounge some food?”

				Herrol glanced at Kimri. “I should see to her.”

				“Of course. So you’re to marry her?” Leden regarded her warily, as though just remembering she was present and listening. “Princess.”

				“Prince.”

				He continued to study her unkempt appearance. “Who hit you?”

				“A village boy. He found out I was from Anagard.”

				He grunted. “You can’t really blame him.”

				“My brother is an uncouth beast,” Herrol said to her. “He’s young enough that he’s spent more time in battle than in court.”

				So now Herrol purported to care about her feelings? She glared at him. “He seems civil enough to me. He hasn’t tried to kidnap me or force me into marriage, which is two counts better than you.”

				Leden gaped at her. Herrol put a hand on her arm.

				“She’s had a long ride,” he said to his brother, “and she’s not in the happiest of situations. Grant her some leeway.”

				“Grant me—” She yanked her arm away from him. “I freed you! And now you’re imprisoning both me and my brother.”

				Herrol caught Leden’s eyes and jerked his head. “Go on. I’ll find you later.”

				Leden hesitated, then shrugged. “She’s your betrothed.” He returned to the map room with a wary backward glance that clearly said she was not what he’d been expecting for a sister-in-marriage.

				Herrol didn’t try to take hold of her again, but he moved close enough to keep his voice low. “Your brother is still being held captive because the ransom was set at one thousand swords, and it hasn’t been paid.”

				“I gave the king back his son!”

				He sighed. “He didn’t want me back. Do you know why my father left me in Helsmont for nearly a year?”

				“You said they couldn’t agree on a ransom. If this is how your father bargains, I can see why.”

				“It was because my father wanted me there as a spy.”

				She laughed in disbelief. “But you said you already had a spy there!”

				“I lied.”

				“But you knew when I was heading there, and you ambushed us—”

				He looked away. “The spy was in Anagard, not Helsmont. That’s how we found out.”

				Her mind stumbled on the idea. “But you were supposed to kidnap me. Even your father said so.”

				“That was what he sent me to do, but he expected me to fail.” His jaw tightened. “He let me know beforehand what I should do in that case. And perhaps that’s why the soldiers fled and left me there so easily.”

				She stared at him. She could believe it of that harsh man, who apparently had spent all his love on the one son who had died. “So you’ve been spying in Helsmont all this time?”

				“There hasn’t been any way to get word out. But yes, my father thought it would be useful if I was familiar with the mountain-king and his ways, as well as his city and people.”

				It felt worse than when Dereth had sold her as a bride. She’d understood her brother’s reasons, at least, and he’d been giving her as much safety as he could while still taking care of the realm. He had acted as a king and been honest with her. But Herrol had become her friend, through lies.

				“I know,” he said, watching her face. “Why do you think I didn’t want to leave the watchtower? I didn’t want to learn anything I could report. The mountain-king treated me better than my father has in some ways.”

				She’d taken him all around the city and told him her discoveries. She’d thought she was helping him adjust to being away from home. “You’re despicable.”

				He flinched. “I had to obey my king and father.”

				“You don’t want to know what I think of him.”

				“It’s likely nothing I haven’t thought first.”

				That might have made her smile once. The cold fury that filled her left no room for humor, though. “Will you let me see Dereth, or was that a lie too?”

				He bit off his first words and said the only safe thing left to say. “I’ll show you to him.”

				He took her through the keep and to the stairway that descended into the dungeons. She stood on the topmost step, staring down into the darkness. The torch that Herrol held up didn’t help. It only caused more shadows to leap up at her.

				“Kimri?”

				She shivered and backed away. “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

				“Your brother’s there. He’ll be in one of the better cells, nothing squalid.”

				“I can’t go down there. It’s too dark, and the entire weight of the keep’s above it.”

				He studied her. “We’ll try something else, then.” He replaced the torch on its bracket on the wall and took her arm. “Come this way.”

				He led her to a spare, dusty chamber. She’d seen more welcoming armories, but after the dungeon stairs it seemed as fine as the most brightly lit solar. “Where is this?”

				“My room.”

				She pulled out of his hold, suddenly tense. “Herrol—”

				“If you stay here and give me your word not to wander, I’ll bring your brother.”

				That was an easy promise. “You have my word.”

				He left her there to gnaw over her worries. She couldn’t help prowling about his room, picking up random objects to examine them. Most of his possessions were books—Of course—although the handful of volumes looked as though they hadn’t been opened for years. There wouldn’t have been any time to read while a war raged.

				The door opened. Her brother entered and stopped short in surprise. “Kimri?”

				She forgot her carefully rehearsed greeting at the sight of him after so long. He was in better condition than she’d feared. His hair was matted and his face drawn despite the scraggles of a beard, but he held himself well and walked forward without any sign of pain. He kept his hands behind him, though, and she guessed that his wrists were bound.

				He was less happy with her appearance. “You bastard!” Herrol had come in just behind him, and Dereth turned on him furiously. “Did you hit her?”

				She touched her bruised cheek. It was still tender, but she’d forgotten about it amidst the events of the day.

				Herrol lowered his head. “I didn’t protect her as well as I should have. I’m sorry.”

				“Damn right you’re sorry—”

				“It wasn’t his fault,” she said before her brother could do something foolish and violent. “It was a village boy with a rock, and the soldiers almost pounded him into dust. I’m fine. Let it go.”

				Dereth blew out his breath. “Kimri…”

				Behind him, Herrol shifted uneasily. His presence would only agitate her brother. “Leave us alone.” She forced herself to say one more word: “Please.”

				Herrol hesitated, then nodded and left the room, closing the door behind him.

				“Dereth!” She flew to her brother and wrapped her arms around him, burying her face against his neck and fighting tears. He didn’t return the embrace because his hands were restrained behind his back. “Why are your hands tied?”

				“I wouldn’t give my word not to try to escape. Kimri, why are you here? You didn’t—that is, the mountain-king—did he pay the ransom?”

				She bit her lip. “No.”

				He closed his eyes. “Tell me you didn’t leave Helsmont without the mountain-king knowing.”

				When she didn’t say anything, he looked at her with such anger and despair that she took a step back. “Damn it, Kimri, why do you always have to go haring off without a care for the consequences?”

				Dereth had rarely ever shouted at her, even during her most willful times. He’d been the one who had guarded her from much of her father’s disapproval, and had even been a coconspirator on some escapades. She saw for the first time how truly worn he looked, the hollowness of his cheeks and the shadows around his eyes: not the marks of ill care, but of a poor spirit.

				“I’m sorry,” she said. “I thought I could trade a prince for you.”

				The anger drained away from him and he took a slow, deep breath. “Herrol?”

				“Yes.”

				“It wouldn’t have worked. The king has two sons.”

				“I didn’t realize what kind of man he was. I never really listened to all those diplomatic exchanges. I only knew that I would trade anything, everything for family.”

				He finally gave her a smile, although it was a tired one. “Even a hostage who wasn’t yours.”

				“I asked Tathan for the swords, but he refused.”

				“Tathan, hmm?” A teasing glint entered his gaze.

				Heat climbed her cheeks. “We’ve been betrothed almost a year. I do use his name.” But she was glad to see him still capable of amusement. It twisted her guts to have to extinguish it. “But I’ve ruined everything. The betrothal expires in a couple of months, and Herrol means to wed me.”

				“No,” he said. “You’re not marrying the son of that snake-hearted bastard.”

				“I don’t want to. But if I do, they’ll let you go afterward.”

				To her surprise, he began to laugh. “This is what I get for trading you off for swords and arrows. Now I’ve become your bride-price.”

				She couldn’t help smiling herself. “We princesses don’t come cheaply these days.”

				“But of course you can’t do it.”

				“Because it would force an alliance? It would be a way for this war to end, at least.”

				He shook his head. “It would only start a new one.”

				Dread settled in her belly. “Helsmont.”

				“Yes.”

				“You think the mountain-king would attack Anagard for this.”

				“He would have the right. We would be breaking our treaty.”

				And I broke something worse. She knew how much he cared for her, had opened himself to her, and she had in turn betrayed him.

				She rubbed at her face. “I don’t know if the king of Kenasgate will listen to my refusal.”

				Dereth looked grim. “Would his son force you?”

				Herrol was not such a terrible man—he’d even been a friend—but she still remembered his words: I had to obey my king and father. And the desperation behind his kiss. “I don’t know. Oh, Dereth, what have I done? What should I do?”

				He didn’t answer for a long while. “Can you get word to the mountain-king?”

				“They’re keeping me under guard. They might allow me to send official notice once our betrothal period ends, but they’ll surely read the message, and it’ll be too late then. What would you have me say, anyway?”

				“Beg him for aid.”

				She stared at him. “The mountain-king?” Helsmont never involved itself in other realms’ affairs.

				“All I know is that he once asked for your hand in marriage, that you call him by his name, and that we have no options left. I don’t know what you should do, Kimri. I don’t know if there’s any way out of this mess.”

				She’d never heard him speak this way. Dereth was practical but not defeatist. But perhaps he was right and she’d finally brought about trouble so great there was no way to mend it. And he was the king and not just her brother; he had an entire realm’s burdens to shoulder. She swallowed. “We’ll make it through. What’s the worst that could happen?”

				“For me?” He looked away. “The worst would be if you were wed to the prince, I returned to Anagard and we fought on.”

				The idea sickened her. She would be bound to the opposing side of a war from her own brother.

				“I’m sorry,” he said. “But I don’t know if the noble houses would even let me surrender for your sake.”

				“I know.” She could only imagine the terms the king of Kenasgate would demand. She wouldn’t want Anagard to suffer them. “I’ll understand. And don’t worry about me—the prince isn’t so bad.”

				“But you don’t call him by name.”

				“Herrol,” she said, but they both knew better.

				As though his name had summoned him, there was a rap on the door and it opened. “I think that’s enough time,” Herrol said. Two guards filed in behind him to take charge of Dereth.

				“May your bones blight.” She stalked toward the door and shouldered past Herrol so she wouldn’t have to see her brother being taken prisoner again. “Take me wherever I’m to be held.”

				He sighed. “This way.”

				She fought not to turn around to see Dereth again. She wouldn’t give Herrol the satisfaction of that weakness.

				Appropriately, he led her to a tower. There was a strange sense of familiarity as they climbed the steps together, and she almost expected to see a library behind the door he opened. “Will you give me your word not to escape?’

				She stared at him coldly.

				He shook his head. “The door will stay locked then, and a sentry will be posted outside. I’ll set men that I trust. Just knock and call out if you need anything.”

				She ignored him and inspected the room. It was a decently furnished guest chamber, not the bare cell she’d been half expecting. Unfortunately, she didn’t see anything she could use as a weapon. When she tried to judge the distance from her window to the ground, she glumly concluded nothing short of a winged steed would get her safely down.

				She heard a shrill cry and a rush of feathers as an eagle swooped low and landed on the ledge. She’d seen one like it before, circling her and her escort into Helsmont, and she had no doubt it was one of the mountain-king’s creatures.

				“What are you doing?” she said to the bird, who only gazed at her steadily. “You can’t be here. It’s bad enough that I left Helsmont. He shouldn’t have to miss both of us.”

				The eagle cocked its head, then began to preen its feathers.

				“At least tell him I didn’t leave for Herrol. I left for Dereth.” It helped to say it out loud, at least, although the end result was the same: she had left him. “I think I went a little mad after Redwing…” She still couldn’t say it. “After the rockfall. I grew to love the mountains, and I forgot that they could be treacherous, just like all nature.”

				But what was the treachery of rivers and mountains next to that of a human? She hadn’t been at the beck of any tremor or storm, save that of her own emotions. And now she had disappointed both Tathan and Dereth, the two people dearest to her heart.

				She turned at the sound of the door unlocking and opening. A soldier came in, bearing a trencher and a goblet. He thrust them into her hands without a word and hurried back out.

				She ate and drank. The goblet held overwatered wine, and she wished for something stronger. Then she stared into it. She’d trade fifty barrels of the finest wine for a single mug of spiced milk, if only she could drink it on a certain terrace.

				When she thought to look at the window again, the eagle was gone.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				The weeks passed with aching slowness. Without occasional visits from the eagle, she would have gone mad from boredom. But it came most days, and she told it what had happened to her: Gannet’s message, her escape from Helsmont, the ride down the mountain, the way Herrol had changed into a stranger, a spy. Her talk with Dereth and his quiet desperation. How much of a fool she’d been. How much she missed Tathan.

				One day the door swung open to reveal Herrol instead of another meal-bearing guard. As angry as she’d been at him, any friendly face was a welcome sight after the stony sentries.

				“Are you doing all right?” He stayed near the door after he closed it, as though uncertain of his reception.

				“You have to get me out of this tower,” she said. “I don’t think there’s a duller place.”

				“Do you want a book?”

				She wasn’t quite that desperate. “I want to be let out of here.”

				He sighed. “I wish I could, but it’s for your own safety. Here the stairs are guarded, and most people won’t bother climbing them to get at you.”

				“Who would want to come after me?” She’d barely even spoken to anyone from Kenasgate, save for Herrol.

				“Many in Kenasgate have lost people they love to this war. They might take their anger out on you.”

				She stared at him in outrage. “I’m a ransom-prisoner!” Even if these Kenasgate folk couldn’t treat a captive honorably, there was no sense in damaging tradable goods.

				“Remember the boy in the village?”

				She subsided, fingering her cheek. It was mostly healed now, but she couldn’t afford to underestimate the hatred in this kingdom.

				Then another thought occurred to her. “What about Dereth? Where is he being held?” The king of Anagard would surely be a target of even more resentment.

				“Still in his prison cell. Less comfortable by far, but safe. I swear it.”

				“You’ve seen to it?”

				He nodded. “I’ve been going down there every day.”

				“You have? Why?”

				“I hope he’ll become my brother-in-marriage. It only seems right to get to know the man.”

				The reminder of her impending nuptials subdued her. She remembered what Jakkis had said about year-long mountain betrothals: they benefited not only the couple, but also others who had a stake in their relationship. “When were you planning the wedding?”

				“The day after your betrothal to the mountain-king ends. That way Helsmont can’t use it as an excuse to attack us.”

				Her laugh came out bitter. “You’re not wasting any time, are you?”

				“My father isn’t a patient man. Anagard is still resisting us.”

				Good for Peramin.

				“The faster you’re wed and Dereth is returned to Anagard, the sooner the fighting will end.”

				She’d come all the way to Kenasgate and barely seen her brother. And if this ill-fated wedding happened and the king of Kenasgate kept his word, Dereth would soon be gone, sent back to Anagard. “Can’t you keep us together?”

				He shook his head. “It wouldn’t be right to keep you in a cell.”

				“You could bring him up here.”

				Herrol looked away and let out a long breath. “He’s taken ill.”

				She suddenly felt cold. “How bad is it?”

				“He has a high fever and cramps. He doesn’t want you to see him,” he went on swiftly before she could demand just that. “He doesn’t want to risk your catching it. My father’s own physician is seeing to him and believes he’s over the worst of it and will recover soon enough.”

				“In a cell.” She couldn’t believe this barbaric treatment.

				“We’ve made it as comfortable for him as we can. We don’t want him to die, either.”

				“Because then I’m not worth much as leverage.”

				He picked up her empty goblet and inspected it, still avoiding her gaze. “You’d still have value. Your brother has no clear heir. But if you agree to marry me, we can return him to Anagard all the sooner and we won’t have to worry about any of that.”

				Her mouth twisted. “You mean you’d restore him to Anagard in time for him to forge a treaty on my behalf, and then let him die in someone else’s hands.”

				He set down the goblet with too much force. “Those may be my father’s thoughts, but I care for you and for Kenasgate. This would do well by both of you.”

				Is the war going so desperately, for him to try to force me into a decision this way? She walked over to the window and looked out, wishing for a northern view, missing the foggy peaks of the mountains. Longing for Tathan. “I won’t break the betrothal,” she said without turning around.

				“Kimri—”

				She jerked her arm away when he tried to pull her around to face him. “Leave me this scrap of honor. I’ll see out the year. If you’re telling the truth and Dereth will recover, there’s no reason to hurry.”

				He planted a palm on the window-ledge by her head. “Do you hate me so much?”

				She didn’t respond for a long time, but he continued to stand there, the weight of his gaze heavy upon her. Under different circumstances, she might have welcomed a marriage with him. They’d been friends, whereas the nobles of Anagard had been leery of her ways. He’d made her laugh during a time when she was still dreading her fate in the mountains. But she dreaded it no more.

				“Why do you even want to marry me?” she asked him. “I’d be a terrible consort for you. I’d be miserable in your father’s court.”

				“I like you. I’ve never met a woman who acts like you, who can fight and ride like you, who has her own mind. The noblewomen here are fluttery and feeble, and I can’t imagine what kind of sons they would bear. And it would bring peace to our realms.”

				“How practical of you.”

				“You were going to marry the mountain-king for one hundred swords.”

				“It was Dereth who betrothed me to him for a hundred swords. I was going to marry him because—” To her horror, her eyes filled. She swiped at them angrily. “I love him.”

				Herrol remained quiet so long that she finally turned her head to look at him. But the door closed just as she did so. He had stolen away in silence.

				She couldn’t believe she’d admitted it to Herrol, of all people. She wished she could have saved the words for Tathan. She would likely be forced to marry Herrol anyway, so why antagonize him? A true noblewoman would have turned his feelings for her into an advantage, but the thought of such scheming turned her stomach.

				She remained standing by the window, finally understanding why Herrol had often gone up to the watchtower’s battlements while he was in Helsmont. It was the closest she could come to freedom.

				If the mountain-king descended from his mountain and demanded her back, no one would gainsay him. He had a claim on her hand, after all. But he never left Helsmont. I’m the one who left him.

				Still she whispered to the winds, “Tathan, why won’t you come?”

				* * *

				It wasn’t Tathan who came, but Herrol’s brother Leden. She wasn’t expecting him, and steeled herself for another painful session of courtship when she first heard the door open.

				“Come on, Princess,” he said, and she turned away from the window in surprise at the sound of his voice.

				“Why are you here?”

				“To fetch you.” He seized her elbow and pulled her out of the room.

				Glad to leave it, she followed him despite his unforgiving grip and an over-quick pace that left her stumbling. “Where are we going?”

				“The tower chamber’s wasted on you.”

				“Likely. So where won’t be?”

				He bared his teeth at her. “The dungeons.”

				Her guts twisted at the memory of those dark, foreboding stairs. “With Dereth?” She could survive anything if her brother was with her. And if he was still ill, she could tend him.

				“No. You’ll have your own cell.”

				She wrenched her arm away from him. “I can’t go there. Not the dungeons.”

				He slammed his hands against the wall on either side of her head and leaned in menacingly. “You seem to think you always have choices. My brother’s willing to marry you, and you insist on pushing him off until some arbitrary date?” His voice rose incredulously. “Then you crush his heart by telling him you’ll never care for him.”

				“I liked Herrol! But he tried to kidnap me, he lied to me and now he’s forcing me into marriage.”

				“My brother is a good man. He loved his books, but when war called, he took up the sword and never looked back. He’s done everything our father has ever asked of him, even though he knew he could never replace Zayen. He stayed in that forsaken mountain kingdom for the better part of a year, and you were his only solace. And now you come along and tear him apart. He deserves better.”

				“What do you want me to do? Lie to him and tell him I love him?”

				“Yes,” he said. “That’s exactly what I want you to do.”

				She stared at him.

				He glared back. “If you’re ready, I’ll take you to him now.”

				“You’re mad.”

				“I’m tired of Anagard pissing on us and expecting us to take it.” He spun away, yanking her after him.

				She dug in her heels and scrabbled at the walls for purchase, but only tore the skin on her hands. Frantically, she twisted her hand around to sink her fingernails into his wrist and kicked the side of his knee.

				With a curse, he seized her with both hands and threw her down. Her head hit the ground hard enough to stun her. She tried to blink away the blossoms of light and saw his face looming over hers, ugly with anger.

				“So that’s how the honorable noblewomen of Anagard behave?”

				“Give me an honest sword and I’ll use it to fight you,” she gasped.

				He gave a bark of laughter. There was the scrape of his sword clearing its scabbard. Then he brought the pommel down on her temple.

				* * *

				She woke in the dank of the dungeons. Something skittered beneath her cheek and she swallowed a scream as she bolted upright.

				Pale light sifted through the dusty air. She craned her head back to follow its path and saw the silhouette of a man’s head. Someone was looking down at her through a hole in the ceiling.

				“Are you awake?” Leden asked.

				She debated whether to answer him, but didn’t see any advantage in staying silent. “Yes.” Her voice was a croak.

				“I left some food and water next to you that should last you through the morrow. Unless you’d already like to come out and say something to my brother?”

				She locked the muscles of her throat from crying out assent. He waited a moment, then made a disgusted noise. She kept her gaze fixed upon that gleam of light until the hatch slid closed.

				The air seemed to press in on her. She began breathing fast, and her mouth went dry. She hugged herself and tried to think of other places—mountains, forests, her room in Anagard, the terrace in the Helsmont keep. But nothing could distract her from the sensation of suffocating. Although she couldn’t see the ground above her, she could feel its weight slowly crushing her.

				Stay calm, she told herself. Stay calm, stay-calm staycalm— Her thoughts raced into panic. “Let me out!” She broke into helpless sobs.

				No one heard her.

				She cried herself to sleep. A chittering woke her, and for a moment disgust overrode her fear. She flailed about to discourage any creature from coming too close. As soon as she stilled there was a rustle, so she stood and began pacing back and forth in the cramped space. Moving about helped, forcing her mind and pulse to a different rhythm.

				In the darkness her imagination was all the more vivid. She thought of Tathan and the wonder that had sometimes slipped onto his face when he looked at her.

				When Leden next came, the image gave her the strength to tell him what to do with his scheme. She shocked him with her coarse soldier’s language so much that he didn’t notice the quaver in her voice. He let a bundle fall and was quickly gone. She only managed to hold back her shouts for him to come back because she had to fight with the rats to reach the food first.

				She came to dread the glimpses of light, for they heralded Leden’s arrival. “Well, Princess?” he would ask, and she would somehow force herself to say, “No,” and he would drop some dry bread and a slack waterskin that never held enough to slake her thirst. Then he would shut out the light again and she would spiral back into renewed panic.

				The constant darkness destroyed her sense of time. The sun she lived by was the square of light from which Leden asked his wretched question, and she lost track of how many times it rose and set. How many more times can I say no? She would stay silent the next time he came, hoping he would descend and investigate. He couldn’t afford to kill her.

				But when the hole was next uncovered, something immediately landed next to her with a soft thump. She felt herself seize in fear. He’s not even bothering to ask anymore. He was simply assuming she would choose to stay another day. She would never be released.

				But the light didn’t vanish and a different person’s voice called down to her. “Kimri?”

				It took her a long moment to remember his name. “Herrol?”

				“Climb up.”

				Her words came out ragged. “I won’t marry you.” She had to fight not to start begging him to let her out at any price.

				“I know.” His words were like another rope thrown down to her. “You don’t have to. Please come up.”

				She believed out of desperation. She groped toward the sound she’d heard earlier, and her fingers brushed against the coarse fibers of a rope ladder. A sob tore from her throat. She clutched at it and summoned the strength to lift her hands and her feet up one rung at a time. When she finally neared the top, someone clasped her wrists and pulled her up.

				The light hurt her eyes, but she was glad she couldn’t see Herrol’s expression when he said softly, “Oh, Kimri.” She must be a revolting sight, but he didn’t let go of her as he helped her stand and guided her away. “I had no idea you were in there. I avoided the tower entirely after the last time I saw you. But Leden came across me while I was in my cups and I told him about what we talked about, and he took it into his mind to do this.”

				“I know you weren’t a part of it. He asked me to lie to you.”

				“My dear brother,” he said bitterly. “Zayen was in love with a woman in Anagard, did you know? That’s why he crossed the border the night he was killed by your soldiers. I’m sure I disappointed Leden when I told him I wanted to wed you—yet another Anagard woman wreaking havoc on our family. What did he want you to do to put me off?”

				Her voice came out sounding strangled. “He wanted me to say I loved you.”

				He came to a halt. “That would have been even crueler.” He didn’t look at her, just pushed a door open. “Here. I ordered a bath to be ready in my room. There are clean clothes too. I’ll stand guard outside. Take as long as you need.”

				She stumbled into the chamber alone and stood there shivering for a while after the door closed behind her, letting her vision slowly readjust. The sight of the bath stirred her into action. She stripped off her clothes and sank into the water.

				She scrubbed furiously, determined to get every last bit of grime off. The color of her skin under the dirt was unfamiliar, and it took her a moment to realize she needn’t rub any more. She moved on to her hair, but it was a hopeless tangle. She yanked fruitlessly at one particularly stubborn knot until tears sprang to her eyes, then found herself huddled in the tub, arms wrapped around her knees as she sobbed out her frustration. She couldn’t help thinking, If he tries to put me back down there, I will marry him on the spot. She cursed her weakness even as she wept.

				The cooling water roused her back into dry eyes and brisk scrubbing. She refused to waste this bath, this chance to rid herself of that filthy cell. Herrol wouldn’t have taken her out only to return her to that dungeon. She’d survived imprisonment, and it would not be a snarl in her hair that overwhelmed her.

				She finally got out and dressed herself in the garments neatly folded on Herrol’s bed. She threw her old clothes into the fireplace.

				He’d also left a tray with simple fare, a piece of summer fruit and some nuts and wine that she devoured in minutes. The wine, thankfully, was rich and strong and helped dull a little of the horror of the past several days.

				At first she perched on the edge of the tub, reluctant to go near Herrol’s bed, but her entire body ached too much to stay there for long. So she roved around his room. Is he waiting for me or I for him? She wasn’t ready to deal with him yet, so instead of calling out to him, she picked up one of his books. It was a dry history of Kenasgate, a poor distraction until she found a section on how a past king had unified his warring lords through the careful distribution of his seven daughters in marriage. She read on, hoping to find the gory details of that king’s death.

				Eventually a knock came. “Kimri, it’s me.”

				She set down the book. “Come in,” she said, a little too aware of the irony in inviting him into his own room. As soon as he slipped in the door she held out her hand. “Give me your dagger.”

				He studied her, then slowly pulled the weapon from his belt and handed it to her.

				She leaned to one side, gathering her hair in one fist, and sawed through it all. The shorn strands fell to the floor in matted knots.

				“What are you doing?”

				She gave him back his dagger, her head feeling curiously light. The ends of her hair brushed her shoulders in an unfamiliar caress. “It was never going to be clean again. Did you think I was going to stab you?”

				“I wouldn’t blame you for it,” he said in a low voice.

				And he’d let her have the blade anyway. “You’re not the one who put me in there.” Her voice only trembled a little at the end.

				“No, but I knew that you weren’t safe, and I didn’t realize my own brother would be a danger to you. I’m the one who brought you to Kenasgate. I’m so sorry, Kimri. Now I’m going to take you back out.” He held out a cloak he’d had draped over his arm.

				She took it and wrapped it around herself, not yet daring to hope. “Back out where?”

				“To Anagard. I would give you more time to rest, but I don’t want you to stay here any longer than you need to. I don’t trust my brother anymore.”

				She couldn’t quite believe it. “You’re sneaking me out to Anagard?”

				“It’d be fitting, wouldn’t it? But no, that cousin of yours offered ransom for you.”

				“He did? What did he offer?”

				“There’s a set price for you, remember? A hundred Helsmont-forged swords and ten thousand arrows.”

				“You’re willing to take it? And your father?”

				“I am now.” He cupped her cheek. “I told my father I wouldn’t marry you.”

				She was too surprised to move away from his touch. “Why?”

				“Because you don’t love me.”

				She lowered her gaze. She didn’t know what to say. How do I thank a man for accepting a rejection?

				His hand slipped away. “Come on.”

				She followed after a brief hesitation. As grateful she was for the reprieve, she was suspicious of what awaited her back in Anagard. Peramin’s offer to ransom her was unexpected. Will he send me back to Helsmont? He’d been dubious of the alliance from the start, and he might say that the mountain-king had already misplaced her once.

				Dereth had told her that none of their cousins had sons. If she married into one of the noble houses and bore a boy, he could be used to claim Dereth’s vacant throne. Perhaps one of the lords was pushing for this exchange. If that was the case, she’d at least be in her homeland—But Anagard isn’t home anymore. She missed the riverlands, but she’d never quite fit in. With Dereth gone, it would be even harder.

				Anagard would be better than Kenasgate. But not better than Helsmont.

				Why hadn’t Tathan offered to pay her ransom, even by messenger? Did he no longer want her? Can I blame him? In his eyes she had spurned him and broken their betrothal. Few men could withstand that humiliation.

				When they reached the courtyard, she almost shied away when she saw the procession that had been assembled. Dozens of soldiers crammed the area, some on foot and some on horse, all armed and grim-faced. One glared at her before abruptly turning away.

				Herrol noticed her pause. “They’re our escort.”

				“There are so many…”

				She found out why when someone behind her said, “Princess.”

				She turned to see the king of Kenasgate standing there in full armor save for his helm, as she’d seen him before in his map room. His countenance was different this time, though. Almost diffident.

				“I apologize for your disgraceful treatment,” he said gruffly. “Prince Leden is being disciplined, and we’ll return you to Anagard as quickly as we can ride.”

				So he has some buried sense of honor after all. “And my brother?”

				His face darkened. “He was cared for properly. My own physician saw to him during his illness, and he recovered fully. He suffered nothing of what happened to you, which is why I’m releasing you.”

				“He sickened in whatever wretched cell you put him in. As for me, I came to Kenasgate freely, King, bringing your son. My release is no proper recompense for what was done to me. It should have been granted as a matter of course.”

				He drew himself up. “You presume—”

				“Do I?” She looked him squarely in the eye. “Or did you?”

				Herrol had gone still beside her. Without looking at him, she felt him relax when the king finally said, “I set a ransom-price. It hasn’t been met,” and she knew she had gained the upper hand.

				“Let it be negotiated. Ten thousand swords is preposterous. Think of what you would give and take not just for Dereth, but for peace.”

				“You can’t give me back my son.” He turned away.

				She couldn’t hold back her exasperation and followed him, raising her voice. “I did give you back your son. You have two living sons, at least one of whom seems suited to become king after you. Perhaps you’d like to leave him a kingdom worth ruling over instead of the war-torn mess that was my brother’s worst inheritance from our father.”

				“Kimri!” Herrol frantically tried to jerk her back, but the king turned around and held up a hand to stay him.

				He studied her with remarkable calm. “I’d heard you were an unruly sort.”

				She became suddenly conscious of his sword and the dozens of armed men surrounding her. “You heard right, I’m afraid. You see why my brother tried to marry me off.”

				“I’m a little sorry you won’t be marrying Herrol,” he said and then strode off, leaving her blinking. He pointed to one of his commandants. “Is the king of Anagard well enough to travel?”

				The commandant looked around a little wildly until another man, this one not in armor, nodded to him. Relieved, the commandant said, “Yes, my king.”

				“Bring him.” He gave Kimri a long look, then moved away.

				She sagged in relief against Herrol. “He’s bringing Dereth!”

				“My father may not actually release him.” But the warning was halfhearted. He looked after the king in amazement. “I think he must be tired of this war, as well. He never would have yielded this easily before.”

				“He’s outlived two consorts and a son and he has yet to have grandchildren.” She was still a little stunned to hear that there was one man in the world who would have welcomed her as a daughter-in-marriage. “That can weigh on a man.”

				“I think he’s realized how much growing up with this war has twisted Leden. All of us.”

				She sobered at the mention of his brother. “Is he coming too?” Her fingers twitched as she considered taking Herrol’s dagger again.

				“No. He’s been ordered to stay behind. He’ll be mucking out the oubliette you stayed in.”

				“Ah, so at least the next prisoner won’t have to deal with the rats and filth in that hole. Only the darkness and isolation.”

				“He had some twisted reasons for choosing the place, since the dungeons were full of sick men.”

				“Oh, so it was out of concern for my health?” she mocked.

				“I don’t think he realized how bad a state it was in. It hadn’t been used for years, and I hope it won’t be again. Cleaning it isn’t meant to be useful for anything but punishing him. Let it go, Kimri. He doesn’t deserve to dwell in your thoughts any more than necessary.”

				It was easy for him to say that, but she was too weary to argue. She took the reins he handed her in silence and busied herself with befriending the gelding—a nervous type, but a far improvement over the spiritless village nag. When the order came to ride out, she swung herself into the saddle and followed the soldiers who gestured at her to do so. She spied Dereth on the other side of the courtyard, being helped onto a horse of his own.

				To her disappointment, she wasn’t allowed near him. It might present too much temptation for the two of them to escape together. Instead he rode ahead of her beside the king of Kenasgate, and she took heart from how earnest her brother’s face was as the two of them spoke. The stiff set of Dereth’s shoulders relaxed as they rode on. She hadn’t believed that the king of Kenasgate would take her exhortations for peace so seriously, but it looked as though the two were truly negotiating.

				At night they offered her the use of a tent, but even cloth walls felt too constraining to her. One look at her pale face and Herrol ordered soldiers to prepare a clearing for her and to stand perimeter guard at night. He silenced any grumbles by taking the first shift.

				In an early sign of summer, the night was pleasantly warm. But she felt restless, even with Herrol’s presence nearby, the stars bright above her and the soft hoots of an owl to reassure her she was safe and out in the open. It was only when she heard a rustling and saw the eagle settling itself in a tree for the night that she drifted to sleep.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				After several days’ riding they reached the dragon’s spine. The plain wooden bridge had arched high over the river for as long as anyone’s memory stretched back, weathering several floods and the feet of countless supplicants. It served well as neutral ground, given how much reverence people held for the creature said to dwell in the waters underneath.

				Soldiers gathered in ranks on both banks while river-birds wheeled and called out from above. Was there an eagle among them? She squinted upward hopefully, but quickly brought her gaze back down when the king of Kenasgate motioned for her and Dereth to accompany him to the bridge. He was allowed guards by tradition, but he didn’t look at any of the soldiers, only nodded to Herrol to ride next to him. It was a gracious gesture of trust, and it didn’t go unnoticed by Dereth, judging by his thoughtful look. She wished she’d been able to hear their conversations during their journey here.

				As they drew closer, she scanned through the faces on the other side, searching for any that were familiar. There was Peramin, coming forward to meet them on the bridge. Beside him rode one of Anagard’s commandants, and on the other side a woman, her hair short and her horse mountain-bred. It was Beatris.

				Her heart seized for a moment. She looked to see if anyone else accompanied Beatris, perhaps a large man with steady hands and watchful eyes, but of course the mountain-king wasn’t here, away from his kingdom. Still, he’d sent his commandant. That must mean something. What it meant, she didn’t know.

				Herrol recognized Beatris too. Disregarding protocol, he rode forward to meet her even as Peramin and the king of Kenasgate greeted each other. Herrol spoke in a low voice so as not to interrupt the rulers, but Kimri edged as close as she dared and strained her ears to hear them talk. A friendly breeze carried their words to her.

				“Commandant. What are you doing here?”

				Beatris shook her head. “Commandant no longer. The regent of Anagard allowed me to attend as a courtesy.”

				Kimri drew in a quick breath—she couldn’t imagine the woman in any other position—but Herrol was swift to recognize the opportunity. “I’ll hire you,” he said, and she shook her head again.

				“I may not be in the mountain-king’s service, but I am still loyal to him.”

				“I wouldn’t ask you to fight against Helsmont.”

				“You have already brought him the greatest grief I have ever known him to suffer.”

				Kimri pressed her fist to her mouth to stifle the sound she made.

				Herrol glanced back at her. “She left with me willingly.”

				“Is that how she became a ransom-prisoner? I expected to find her in Anagard.”

				Herrol was quiet for a moment. “She would’ve gone there, but I forced her to stay in Kenasgate. This isn’t how I wanted it. But my father—”

				She snorted.

				“Don’t tout your loyalty and mock others for the same,” he said tightly.

				After a moment, she inclined her head. “Forgive me, Prince.”

				Peramin coughed. Kimri started guiltily, but so did Herrol and her brother, who had also been listening in on the furtive conversation. Beatris, naturally, looked unperturbed.

				Peramin’s attention was focused on Dereth. Her brother gave a sheepish smile and rode forward to join the negotiations. Despite the embarrassment he had to be feeling, it lifted her heart to see that he was not always the wholly serious king and still could be caught in moments like this, eavesdropping like an overcurious boy.

				She wondered if she dared try to talk to Beatris herself while the negotiations continued. Beatris had gone to Anagard looking for her. Was that why the guards hadn’t caught her and Herrol during their flight down the mountain? Perhaps they’d been looking along the paths to Anagard instead of toward Kenasgate. Had that failure caused Tathan to remove Beatris from her position? She felt lost in a forest of questions, and longed to put them to Beatris. Perhaps she could inch her horse forward and to the side just a few steps.

				She couldn’t help glancing behind her to check for potential witnesses, even though she already knew all the Kenasgate soldiers were amassed along the bank. Apparently made nervous by the proximity of the Anagard army, many had their helms on, obscuring their faces. It was easy to imagine they were all looking at her.

				Then her vision narrowed. Among all the men she saw one face that was staring directly at her, all too familiar. She felt faint for a moment before she dug her nails into her palms and focused on that pain. Her horse shied nervously and Herrol said, “Kimri? What is it?”

				“It’s Leden.” She shook with an anger she thought she’d set aside. Of all people, I should know how easy it is to pretend to be a common soldier. “He secretly came with us here.”

				She spoke too loudly and all talk ceased. Dereth turned back to her. “The younger prince? What of him?” He took a closer look at Kimri’s expression. “What did he do to you?”

				Herrol’s gaze shifted away. “He imprisoned her in an oubliette.”

				Dereth’s face drained of color. “You let him do that?”

				“I didn’t even know—”

				“She can’t stand small spaces.”

				“What?”

				Realizing what she had unleashed, she tried to wave her brother quiet, but he ignored her, riding over to her and reaching out to cup her face in his hands. “How long were you in there?”

				“I’m fine now. It was nothing. Please don’t worry about it.” But he was looking her in the eye, and she knew he could read the lie in her face.

				“Call him forth,” Dereth said to the king of Kenasgate, who hemmed.

				“This surely isn’t the place, King Dereth…”

				His soothing tones were wasted. “Leden of Kenasgate!” Dereth roared.

				Everyone turned to look at a single soldier in the front lines who slowly removed his helmet to reveal his royal features. The men on either side of him hastily saluted. Leden walked toward the bridge, his chin at such a proud angle that Kimri knew he must be hiding his nervousness.

				“We can take care of this later,” the king of Kenasgate said, but the way his gaze flickered to his younger son betrayed his anxiety.

				Peramin also murmured something to Dereth, but her brother shook him off and said fiercely, “We take care of this now.”

				Leden stepped onto the bridge and approached. “King Dereth of Anagard.” His voice only rasped a little.

				Dereth didn’t bother with niceties. “Do you acknowledge what you did to my sister?”

				Leden looked over at her. She had to turn away, but before she did she saw guilt suffuse his face. He suddenly seemed like just a boy, and she remembered that he was younger than she. “Yes.” His voice was faint. “I’m sorry, Princess.”

				Her brother clenched his fists. “You think that pathetic apology’s sufficient?”

				“Dereth, no,” she said, recognizing the signs of impending fury. He lost his temper seldom, but it was always a storm when he did. She caught at his sleeve the way she had when she was twelve and wanted to beg a favor from him. She hated feeling so ineffectual and wished she could physically force some sense into him. This wasn’t the time or place for this confrontation, and if he shouted out her shameful weakness once more and made her think about what she’d been through, she might heave her guts out. Right now she wanted Leden out of her sight more than she wanted him punished. “I’m over it. And we’ve dragged enough people into war and ruin.”

				He considered for a moment. “You’re right. We’ll settle this between ourselves. Peramin, your gauntlet.” Their cousin pulled it off and handed it over. Without pause, Dereth hurled it at Leden’s feet with such force that it skittered along the bridge and over the edge. His lips curled in a snarl. “I challenge you.”

				Kimri gasped. A duel was no better. “Don’t—”

				Her protest was lost. When the gauntlet hit the water, it was like a single beat on the heaviest drum, so deep it was felt instead of heard, the reverberations reaching to the marrow of her bones.

				They say there’s a dragon sleeping in the river between Anagard and Kenasgate.

				The dragon awoke.

				She knew it first when the river started rushing faster, rising in a violent wave that almost carried off the nearest soldiers. The horses all bolted, ignoring their riders’ voices and hands on the reins. She caught a glimpse of her brother clinging helplessly to his steed’s neck before her own gelding threw her. She cried out as she hit the bridge hard, then rolled onto her hands and knees, shaking her head to clear it.

				When her vision steadied, she saw that in those seconds the water had risen so high it covered the ends of the bridge. Her horse was nowhere to be seen. It must have either reached land and kept running, or been carried away by that fierce current when it tried to flee.

				Dimly, she was aware of people on both sides of the river running and screaming, the soldiers erupting into chaos as they fought to get away from the river, but right now her world was bordered by water. Everything seemed to be moving slowly through the haze of spray.

				Over the sound of creaking wood and thundering water, she heard Beatris shouting, and Kimri confusedly recognized the words of the sword-dancing challenge. Beatris’s horse must have fled without her as well, and now she stood at the rail, legs braced against the shaking of the bridge as the river pounded against it.

				An eel leaped up out of the water, hanging in the air for a moment as a shimmering ribbon in the sunlight. Then it turned into the river-dragon surging out of the water, its endless coils of iridescent scales as bright and changing as water. It reared up high with a hiss. Kimri, her muscles locked, could only feel wonder at having seen such a creature before dying. Then the dragon’s shape blurred as it plunged toward her.

				Despite her paralysis she must have blinked, for in the next moment the dragon was gone and a woman with a proud nose and blue eyes stood on the bridge, the two swords on her back mirroring Beatris’s. Although nothing about her face or form was other than human, Kimri could not look at her without thinking dragon.

				“But you are human,” the dragon-woman said to Beatris. “You still challenge me?”

				“No.” Beatris turned and walked over to Kimri. She held out her swords, offering them hilt-first. “She does.”

				She stared at Beatris, too astonished for words.

				Beatris didn’t move. “Take them.”

				Her hands crept out and took hold of the swords. She had never known the other woman to act other than sane. Perhaps Beatris had been injured in some way that wasn’t visible and left her unable to fight.

				“Do my father proud,” Beatris said, her voice rough. Kimri knew then she was serious, to have invoked Jakkis.

				She rose from her crouch and raised the blades as she turned to face the dragon-woman, who was smiling.

				She summoned Jakkis’s voice to guide her and settled into the proper stance. She forced her breathing to slow, measuring each inhale and exhale until the rhythm of air moving through her lungs was no longer so hurried. Then she spoke the challenge. She might have stumbled over the words, might have spoken them a little too quickly. But the dragon-woman responded with her acceptance readily enough.

				Kimri fell into a defensive posture immediately. She had little chance of hitting a skilled sword-dancer. Although she managed to evade the first blow, she had to block the second with her blade, and the force of it nearly made her drop her sword. She gritted her teeth, wishing she’d spent her time in Kenasgate practicing her arm-strengthening exercises.

				The dragon-woman came at her again, and this time Kimri evaded her entirely, stepping back and leaning to one side while steel whistled past her face. Jakkis had come similarly close to her many times, but there had never been such a deadly sense of purpose behind the arc of his sword. Her palms grew sweaty and she forced herself not to clutch the hilts in a death grip.

				The dragon-woman forced her back a few more steps. The bridge’s rail limited her movement and her feet threatened to slip upon the planks, worn smooth with age and wet with spray from the river, which still raged on. The need to keep the top of the bridge dry for this sword-dance might be the only thing keeping the river-dragon from completely flooding both Kenasgate and Anagard.

				The distraction cost her: a nick near her elbow, thankfully shallow, but she still felt it as a line of fire along her forearm. She forced herself to ignore the blood that flowed from the cut and threatened to slicken her grip further. But encouraged by her success, the dragon-woman pressed even harder. Kimri threw herself into a series of deflections that left her arms and shoulders aching, her footwork forgotten in a frenzy of blows she had to defend against. She wondered desperately whether she could hand off the swords to Beatris, and risked a glance toward the other woman.

				Beatris wasn’t watching her, but gazing northward instead. No one will even see me die. But as she despaired, Beatris suddenly called out, lifting her hand as though to hail someone.

				The dragon-woman’s head snapped upward. Then she screamed and whipped into her dragon shape. Kimri threw herself down so hard she lost her breath, knowing there was no way she could survive an attack now.

				The sky went dark.

				An eclipse? She instinctively looked toward where the sun had once been, and saw instead a vast shadow overhead, limned with the golden light it was blocking, so she could make out its shape.

				“Dragon,” she breathed. Another one. This one had come from the direction of Helsmont.

				They say that Helsmont is guarded by the dragon who lives in the mountains. Had Tathan sent it here, as he had the eagle?

				The mountain-dragon spoke. She couldn’t understand its speech, but the deep, rumbling sounds it made clearly had meaning. The river-dragon replied.

				Kimri recognized the rhythm of the words. They were the same as the opening exchange to initiate a sword-dance. This was the original tongue in which it was spoken. Dragon-speech.

				And so she learned where the sword-dance had come from. With the challenge issued and accepted, the dragons lunged at each other. Before they collided, they vanished, and in their places were a tiger and a bear. They parted after a brief struggle and circled each other, fur bristling. When they clashed again, the bear’s bulk looked to be overwhelming even the tiger’s lithe strength.

				The tiger became a hawk, wings beating furiously as it gained altitude. Then it dived toward the bear’s eyes.

				The bear reared and struck the hawk down to the ground with a swipe of its paw. Then it leaped forward as a fox to pounce upon the bird, which just as quickly turned wolf and slipped aside.

				They changed into different animals in turn as they fought, seeking advantage in new shapes. She didn’t even recognize some of the creatures who emerged on each end of the battle—all differently scaled, feathered or furred, but each one single-mindedly attacking the other. She had long since lost track of which one was which dragon.

				The dragons turned into river creatures and vanished beneath the roiling surface of the water. She strained to make out their shapes under the foam but saw nothing. She knew the fight hadn’t ended, though.

				She remembered the symbol on the pommel of Beatris’s swords, the dragon-knot so tightly bound together that neither dragon could escape. There was a reason dragons remained in their own territories.

				A strip of cloth tightened around her arm and she blinked to discover Beatris kneeling next to her, tying a makeshift bandage over her wound. She’d almost forgotten the other woman in the spectacle of the fighting dragons, but the bridge remained surrounded by the torrential river, so of course she was still here.

				“Your swords,” Kimri said, pleased that she still had them. Jakkis’s training had held true. “Thank you for letting me use them, I think.”

				Beatris took them and sheathed them. “You fought well.”

				Incredulous laughter escaped her. “I survived until the other dragon came.”

				“That’s all you needed to do.”

				She stared at Beatris. She opened her mouth to demand an explanation when a silvery pike exploded from the waters, aiming toward the bank. It turned human as it landed, and her heart dropped. The mountain-king stood at the ready, swords in his hands.

				They say he tamed a dragon and set it to guarding the mountain.

				He is the dragon.

				The river-dragon matched his form and weapons. “Human-shape?” she said scornfully.

				“I’ve grown a liking for it,” he said, and those were the only words they exchanged before they began trading strikes instead.

				They moved so quickly that Kimri had trouble tracking their movements. She only heard the ring of steel again and again, of blows countered and deflected. Each one was too close for her comfort. They both already had numerous bruises and wounds from their earlier struggles, and even as she watched, the dragon-woman lunged forward and nearly buried both blades in his shoulder before he spun away.

				He can’t die. He was away from his beloved mountains, there was no successor to rule his people, and she hadn’t yet had the chance to tell him she was sorry for leaving him.

				She was standing now, clutching the rail of the bridge in a white-knuckled grip and scarcely breathing as she watched the duel. There were a hundred words trapped in her throat, all trying to escape at once. You came and win this and don’t leave me and why didn’t you tell me and I love you and do you still love me?

				Then the mountain-king locked one of the dragon-woman’s blades with his and feinted with the other. Her sword whipped down toward his leg, but before it could strike, his steel lay along the curve of the dragon-woman’s neck.

				Her expression was blank as she spoke the words of surrender, and stayed so even after the mountain-king pulled his swords back.

				Kimri had stuffed a knuckle into her mouth to stay quiet, and now she relaxed. She could not imagine the death of a dragon would bode well for any realm, even at the hands of another dragon.

				“You may keep the riverlands,” the mountain-king said. “I want no more than my mountains, as I’ve had for all this time. I only ask that you do what you can to keep peace between the two human realms that your river borders.”

				“This is not the way of dragons,” the dragon-woman said. Kimri didn’t know if she meant the refusal of her territory or the mandate for peace.

				The mountain-king’s mouth crooked. “Perhaps I have spent too long a time as a man.”

				Her eyes narrowed. “If this is my realm, then leave it.” She changed back into eel-form and slipped into the river, whose waters suddenly subsided.

				Her path clear, Kimri immediately began running toward the mountain-king. “Tathan!”

				He looked toward her. Some emotion flared on his face, and she hoped it was joy. But he shook his head. “I must go.”

				She had almost reached him, but she slowed as she saw his mouth shape those words. She took one last hesitant step toward him and stopped. “What of me?” Her voice came out small.

				“Come to me,” he said, and then he flung himself into his dragon-form and into the air.

				She watched him ride the winds away toward the mountains, her heart strangely brimming. She lifted her chin so that her eyes, full as well, would not shed their tears.

				“Kimri…”

				She turned and Dereth enfolded her in his arms. Both of them were soaked from their time on the bridge, but the embrace comforted her despite its dampness. She released two quick sobs into his tunic, then pushed him away.

				“I said we’d make it through,” she said with forced cheer.

				He kissed her cheek. “I’ll never doubt you again.”

				“Liar.”

				“Kimri, you summoned a dragon.”

				“That wasn’t me. That was—” She turned and saw Beatris’s back, crossed with two swords, riding away. “Beatris! Hold on,” she told her brother, and then ran after her. “Beatris, wait.”

				The horse stopped and Beatris let her catch up.

				“Where are you going?” she asked. “I owe you thanks. And Helsmont is that way.”

				“I’m not a commandant of Helsmont any longer.”

				“I was hoping you said that to put Herrol at ease.” But she’d known Beatris would never lie about such a matter.

				“The king commanded that we let you be. So I deserted.”

				“To try to catch me?”

				“Yes. I was the one who didn’t tell him about the state you were in after your mare died, after all.”

				That loss still hurt. “Would that have changed anything?”

				“He would have gone to see you. You would have seen that he did care.” Beatris shook her head, dismissing the scenario. “But that’s not what happened. You left with the prince. I thought you’d take him to Anagard and use him as a pawn from there, so that’s where I went.”

				“Tathan wouldn’t let you go? He didn’t want you to find me?”

				“He said that you’d made your choice. He didn’t want to pressure you to come back.”

				“But you were ready to do it anyway.”

				“There are times when I serve my king’s heart, not his words.” Beatris hesitated. “I’m sorry for the sword-dance, though. You had to be the one facing death, or he might not have come.”

				She absorbed this. “You gave me the swords so I’d be the one endangered by the river-dragon.”

				“Yes.”

				“And you knew he would come?”

				“I saw the eagle. I knew he was watching. I knew he had never entered the riverlands before. But I also knew how he felt about you.”

				Those last words silenced her. She couldn’t quite muster any convincing anger. “So it all turned out as you wished.”

				“Not quite,” Beatris said, and Kimri remembered that she’d lost her position.

				“You can go back to Helsmont with me—” She stopped when Beatris shook her head again.

				“I can’t return.”

				“You don’t think he’d take you back?”

				“He might,” Beatris said. “He shouldn’t. I would never again trust anyone who dealt with me like the way I did him.”

				“But you did this for him.”

				“Of course.” Beatris smiled faintly. “The mountain-king has never wed, you know. I couldn’t let anything happen to his betrothed.”

				She tried a different tactic. “Speaking of which, it’s a dangerous journey up the mountain—”

				“I think you’ll be safe enough without my escort this time,” Beatris said, undeceived.

				It had been a weak scheme anyhow. She surrendered. “You’ll be sure of your welcome in Anagard, at least.”

				Beatris arched her brows. “Where they don’t allow women to become soldiers?”

				“You might change that.”

				Her expression turned speculative. “I have plans, but perhaps later…”

				“I’ve written Dereth about you. He knows he’d be lucky to have you. You’re the one who kept me from being kidnapped by Kenasgate.”

				“Much good that did,” Beatris said dryly.

				Kimri flushed. “I’m going back to Helsmont.”

				Beatris studied her and then nodded, satisfied by whatever she saw. “Good. The king may not be human, but if anything that means he has compassion for all creatures. He won’t do ill by you. And he’s been alone long enough.”

				“I already said I’m going!”

				“Then go,” Beatris said, and took her own advice.

				She returned to her brother, who looped an arm around her waist and pulled her close. She could feel that his frame was gaunter than usual, but there was a sure strength in his touch that told her he’d fully recover.

				“What did you and the commandant speak about?”

				“Commandant no more.” She craned her head to catch his expression, which was much an echo of Beatris’s when she’d mentioned the possibility of a position in Anagard. “She might come by later to speak with you.”

				“I’d be glad of it. We’ve lost many good soldiers. She could train more.”

				“To fight against Kenasgate?” she asked, dismayed.

				“I think that’s settled for now. No one will dare take a step across that river with bloody intent. But without a war to unite us, the lords of the noble houses will eventually turn against each other again.”

				“No rest for you.”

				“There’ll be a few years of peace, enough time for children to grow older. I’ll plot strategic marriages among the noble houses. Since the last betrothal I made worked out so well.”

				She winced, then parried. “It would have gone better if you hadn’t gotten yourself captured.”

				“Yes, I supposed I should get myself properly freed as a ransom-prisoner.” He rubbed his face before glancing about. The soldiers were regrouping, and across the river she could see the king of Kenasgate speaking animatedly with one of his commandants. Everyone had instinctively fled the bridge in the direction of his own realm.

				They collected Peramin, who kept throwing her anxious looks as though he believed she might call up dragons to fight on a whim, and returned to the dragon’s spine to resume negotiations. The riverbank had turned into a quagmire of silt and mud, and they sank nearly to their knees in the stuff. Even so, Dereth stepped onto the solid surface of the bridge gingerly. Everyone held his breath. The waters did not rise, nor did the dragon.

				“We need to build a new bridge,” were Dereth’s first words to the king of Kenasgate, when his contingent came out to meet them. “I don’t trust this one.”

				The king of Kenasgate nodded. “I almost wish that—the mountain-king,” he stumbled a little over the words, “had slain this one.” He kept his words oblique and gestured downward instead of saying aloud anything that might anger the river-dragon.

				“Then it might be the mountain-king who would now rule the river between our realms,” Dereth pointed out.

				The king of Kenasgate grimaced. “Indeed. Very well, I can supply half the material and builders. I suppose we’ll want to open up trade, now that there’s little chance any of our soldiers will willingly cross either the river or into the mountains in pursuit of war.”

				“I’m free, then? And my sister?”

				The king heaved a sigh. “It’s over.”

				“No swords as ransom?”

				“To use in what war?”

				Dereth wisely didn’t protest further.

				The king eyed him. “You’ll rescind your challenge on Leden?”

				“That didn’t end well,” Dereth conceded. He didn’t let matters rest there, though. “How else can he pay for what he did?”

				She said before anyone else could speak, “Take him to Anagard.”

				The king of Kenasgate scowled at her. “If we’re no longer at war, why would you take a prisoner?”

				“Not as a prisoner. A guest at court. He’ll have to learn to live peaceably with the people of Anagard. And Dereth, you’ll get to keep an eye on him and help change him into the sort of man who won’t throw people into forsaken dungeons.”

				Neither king looked convinced.

				“It would make Kenasgate think twice about attacking again,” she told Dereth. And to the king of that realm, “You’d like a spy in the court anyway. This way he’ll be right in the thick of things, and even be fed and housed.”

				“You don’t want a more dire punishment?”

				She blinked at the king. “More dire than having to attend court in Anagard?”

				A smile tugged at the corner of Dereth’s mouth. “The idea has merit.”

				The king of Kenasgate harrumphed but called for his son.

				She quietly moved away. She might speak prettily about Leden when peace was at stake, but she didn’t think she could face him and treat him civilly. The sight of him still took her back to her prison and made her guts roil.

				Someone called her name and she turned. Herrol had accompanied his brother to the kings and now rode across the bridge toward her. The Anagard soldiers around her bristled, but she waved them down and they obeyed. There was a time, before she had sword-danced with the river-dragon, when they wouldn’t have listened.

				When Herrol caught up to her and swung himself down from the saddle, an awkward silence reigned. She dug the toe of her boot into the earth while he seemed to find the reins in his hands of great import.

				“Are you going back to Anagard?” he finally asked.

				“At first. Then to Helsmont.”

				He couldn’t hide the flash of hurt that came across his face. “If he wanted you, why didn’t he take you with him?”

				She hadn’t needed to ask the mountain-king the same question because she knew the answer. “Because I left him.”

				“And so he abandons you in turn?”

				“And so he leaves me a choice. The last time I went to Helsmont it was reluctantly at best. He knew I was under duress, and that I missed my brother and Anagard. He promised to let me go if I wanted. This is my chance.”

				“But you don’t want to stay in Anagard anymore.”

				“No.”

				He started to reach for her hand but pulled back. He exhaled and ran his fingers through his hair before looking back at her. “Would you ever have considered marrying me?”

				She let out a long breath of her own, clinging to patience. “Maybe. Before I met the mountain-king.”

				He flinched.

				“Herrol!” It was the king of Kenasgate.

				“You should go,” she said.

				Herrol paused before mounting. “I’ll always have this to remember you by.” He touched his broken nose. His smile was just as crooked.

				“Farewell, Herrol,” she said, and he rode off.

				Her cut arm suddenly began throbbing fiercely. She waited for Dereth to finish negotiations so they could return to the capitol. And then she could go back home.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				It took weeks for the kingdoms to settle into a grudging truce, and even as she watched the process with satisfaction, she fretted over the shortening days that marked the turn of summer. Dereth kept insisting she put off her departure just a little longer, and when he became betrothed to a daughter of one of the noble houses, she felt obligated to stay and witness the ceremony. She barely paid attention to it, though, too preoccupied with thoughts of her own betrothal.

				He finally let her go when Leden was due to arrive, and even then only with two-dozen soldiers to escort her. He warned her that if she complained, he would only add more. She had complained, he had added more men, and she had stopped protesting.

				“Remember what happened last time?” he said.

				“I don’t think Kenasgate will dare try another ambush,” she said. “You’re being ridiculous.”

				He put on an exaggeratedly solemn face. “I’m still your king and you must obey me.”

				“For a few more days, at least.” She forced herself to face the starkest possible future. “If he’ll still take me as bride.”

				He dropped the joking mien immediately. “Of course he will.”

				“I ran away with his hostage, remember?”

				He squeezed her shoulder in reassurance. “I think he’ll care less that you freed his hostage, and more that you’re returning.”

				She hugged Dereth for saying aloud what she hoped. “If you’re right, you’ll have a dragon as a brother-in-marriage.”

				He gave her a pained look. “I’m trying not to think about it.”

				“The lords of the noble houses will probably stop defying you if you threaten them with it.”

				“But first you have to make a brother-in-marriage out of him for me. Stop dragging your feet and go. The soldiers are ready and waiting.”

				“All twenty-eight of them,” she muttered as she mounted the horse he’d given her. The mare was no Redwing, but she had intelligent eyes and a pleasing gait.

				“Did you want to make it thirty?”

				She hastily nudged her steed into motion. This parting was much easier. This time she left to the sound of his laughter.

				Twenty-eight men didn’t move quickly, and she chafed at their pace. Neither did they provide much distraction while traveling, offering only stilted responses to her questions and treating her with a painfully careful respect that seemed to forbid any smiles or laughter. She remembered her time disguised as a soldier, and knew this was nowhere near their usual behavior.

				She was persistent, and learned that the commandant had served directly under Dereth in several battles. It made her think more kindly of him. “I’m sorry you’re stuck with escort duty,” she told him.

				“It’s an honor, my princess,” he said, so sincerely that she didn’t dare try another jest. He seemed to sense her discomfort and struggled with his own before speaking on. “I have a daughter.” She perked up. It was the first time he’d volunteered any information about himself. “She’s still young, but I can only hope she’ll be granted every measure of safety when she travels to her future husband’s home.”

				Only with great willpower did she resist advising him to teach the girl how to land a solid punch. That had helped save her from Herrol’s abduction, after all. “She’s lucky to have a father like you.”

				He shook his head. “I haven’t seen her as much as I’ve wished to. The war dragged on far too long.”

				“At least it’s over now.” Although who knew how long the peace would last. Surely it would endure, having been dragon-sealed. Dereth would do his best to uphold it, and the king of Kenasgate seemed to have healed a little from his bitterness toward Anagard. When Herrol succeeded him, she hoped he would work toward building a friendship between the two realms. She didn’t dare hope for much from Leden yet, but he might one day foster deeper ties as well. And surely the lords of the noble houses would lie quiescent for a time. None of their soldiers would be eager to return to war either. There were fields to plow and children to raise.

				When she couldn’t coax more conversation out of the commandant—which was most of the time—she kept an eye on the skies. The clouds and their hints of rain didn’t worry her so much as the lack of a telltale feathered silhouette. But she spied the eagle the day they reached the base of the mountain, wings outspread as it soared by lazily, as though it were flying over them as they entered Helsmont by mere coincidence. She knew better.

				She called a stop. “This is far enough.”

				The commandant looked uncomfortable. “We’re to escort you safely to Helsmont, my princess.”

				“We’re in Helsmont. We just crossed the border. I’m safe, and the mountain-king will see to me from here.” She didn’t mention the eagle high above.

				The soldiers looked around warily. Now that they knew the mountain-king was a dragon, any mention of him evoked awe and fear. As though on cue, a rumble came from the rocks high above.

				She hid her own startlement. “He’s a mountain-dragon. Do you remember what the river-dragon could do with water?” But one of the younger soldiers looked so frightened at her words that she regretted them. She added, “Not that he would ever hurt anyone. I just meant that he has the power to protect me.” The way he had gone to the mines to protect his buried men.

				Her stubbornness and the soldiers’ nervousness made the commandant yield. “Very well, Princess. But I would respectfully ask that the king show himself through more than tremors, so I can at least report that I left you in his presence.”

				A sleek figure seemed to lift itself from the rock-face, its wings unfolding so its outline could be made out despite the variegated gray scales that had camouflaged it. Kimri took an involuntary step back before she recognized the shape of a dragon. The soldiers were warier, the young one even crying out and reaching for his bow, but their horses remained surprisingly calm.

				“My thanks, King.” The commandant bowed in the saddle. He gestured to his men to turn about, which they did with alacrity.

				She watched them depart. The commandant looked back just before he dropped out of sight, and she raised a hand to reassure him. She hoped he would see his daughter soon.

				At last she was alone. She peered at the rocks but couldn’t tell whether the dragon was still there. She didn’t think so. “Tathan?”

				He stepped out from under the cover of trees as a man.

				She couldn’t hold herself back. Heedless of dignity, she ran to him. His eyes lit and he lifted her and crushed her to him. He kissed her hair, her eyes, her mouth as she clung to him. “My heart,” he said between kisses. Then he set her a little bit apart from him. She tried to pull his head back down, but he stopped her.

				“We should talk first.”

				“About your being a dragon.”

				“Yes.”

				She subsided because she had her share of questions, although she still leaned into his heat and let her hands rest over his to ensure he wouldn’t let go of her. “All right. Why do you take human-form?”

				His expression grew distant. “I once slept deep within the mountain caves, just as the river-dragon sleeps now with the water running over her. Miners came and woke me. I discovered that they had a king, and I fought him over the claim to the mountains.”

				“In a sword-dance.”

				“Yes. It’s the only way humans can challenge us, since they can’t change shape. So for them we limit ourselves to one form and two swords. Even so, the king lost to me. He had no heir, and I discovered I had won not only the domain, but the people who lived in it. They intrigued me, and I learned their ways.”

				She thought of his patience as she learned mountain customs. He too had once been unfamiliar with them.

				“But although I came to love my people, I always felt apart from them. I wanted to be one of them in truth. I thought that to lose my dragon nature was the only way.”

				“Lose your dragon nature?”

				He was quiet for a moment. “Dragons are long-lived. But there’s an even older legend about how, if a dragon holds a single shape for a hundred years, he will truly become that creature and be dragon no more.”

				She couldn’t imagine committing herself to anything for an entire century. “How long were you a man before all this?”

				“Over nine decades.”

				Herrol had once mentioned how the mountain-kings were indistinguishable. No wonder, if they had all been the same man. Or rather, a single dragon yearning to become human.

				He had nearly succeeded until he had been called to take up the dance of a hundred shapes. He did that to save me. She swallowed. “And now?”

				“And now I’m still as you met me—a dragon shaped like a man. But with no hope of sharing your life as truly one of your kind.” His voice gentled, and his gaze upon her was wistful. “I’ll set aside my dragon-self again. But I don’t know if it’s enough for you.”

				Does he really think I came all the way here only to spurn him? “I knew what you were when I traveled here.” Her voice broke. “You came to the river for my sake. I thought you never left Helsmont.”

				“Only for a grave need.”

				“I need you,” she said fiercely, and kissed him. She poured everything she felt for him into that kiss, all her wonder and acceptance and desire. He would have as much of her as she could give, for however long she could be with him.

				He was hesitant at first, disbelieving. She pressed closer until she felt him respond, and he kissed her back with a thoroughness that left her breathless and up on her toes, seeking more even as he drew away a handsbreadth.

				“Kimri…”

				“My heart,” she said, and that sealed it for him. He took the words from her with his mouth moving warmly upon hers.

				He kissed her until she was dizzy with heat and want, left arching into his touch. She grew greedy in turn for the feel of his skin, and he laughed—she still felt a thrill of victory at making him do so—as he let her tug off his clothes. His nakedness in all its hues and textures fascinated her. She explored it with both hands, eliciting new sounds from him until he pushed her off and claimed her garments in turn, but without her haste. He peeled them away one inch at a time with excruciating care that made her squirm.

				He followed the path of her desire with light fingertips and then, teasingly, his tongue. She laughed and cursed and tried to think of it as sword-dancing; tried to counter his movements with her own, find a vulnerability, slip in an attack of her own. She managed to lure him back up her body. His breaths came fast and harsh now, and she stole them, gasped out her own. They fit themselves to each other in endless ways: lips, hands and then the final deepest joining, which brought her to a glorious triumph and even sweeter surrender.

				Afterward, he lay beside her and pulled her against him. She draped a leg over him possessively.

				“I like your hair like this.” He brushed the ends with the back of his hand. It had grown a little since she’d cut it with Herrol’s blade, but was nowhere near its former length. “It reminds me of when I first saw you in my mountains.”

				“It was time for a change.” She would have to tell him the full story someday.

				“They were fools. Spirits like yours are most beautiful free.” He traced her cheekbone.

				His warmth still amazed her. “You don’t think I was the fool? I thought you’d be furious I sneaked away.”

				“Don’t you understand?” he asked. “I know everything that passes in my realm.”

				He’d said as much to her, when she’d first met him. Now she understood that all the creatures who lived in the mountains must serve as his eyes. Of course he could understand them if he could change into one of them, and no wonder that eagle had followed her. “So you knew. Why didn’t you stop me, after you told me I couldn’t ransom Dereth?”

				“If you stay in Helsmont, I want it to be your choice. I never want to trap you here, even if it means you’ll be gone from me.”

				“That’s why you let me leave with Herrol.”

				He was silent for a while. “That was hard,” he said at last. “I roamed the mountains for a few days. I was so angry I didn’t think my people were safe around me.”

				“I’m sorry.” She wished she could turn back the days, unravel his pain.

				“I blamed myself. I always worried because I didn’t know how to court a human. If you had been dragon I would have danced in the skies for you, woven the wind into patterns and song. But I didn’t want to frighten you with such storms.”

				“Will you show them to me now?”

				He laughed. “Do you need to see them to feel properly courted?”

				“No, you’ve already done that.” Through quiet breakfasts and the animals he’d trusted her with. “I was a fool. I never should have left.”

				“It turned out for the best. Now Herrol is gone from my kingdom and can no longer make eyes at my wife.”

				“Has it been a full year?” she said in wonder. “Are we married now? Your mountain customs are so strange.”

				He twined his fingers with hers. “My heart, I never needed a year to know that I wanted you. It was only left for you to decide the same, once you came to know my full nature.”

				She raised herself onto an elbow so she could look him full in the face. Did it matter that those dark brows and curling mouth weren’t the features he’d been born with, as long as they formed that tender expression whenever he looked at her? She didn’t care what form he took, for she knew the shape of his heart.

				She’d been wrong before; there was something—someone—she could commit herself to for centuries and beyond. “I’ve decided,” she said, and joined her lips and life to his.

				* * * * *

			

		

	
		
			
				If you loved Heart of the Dragon’s Realm, don’t miss these enthralling stories, also by Karalynn Lee. Available now!

				Slip Point

				How can he trust a woman who’s both a pirate and the girl who broke his heart?
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				Demon’s Fall

				She was an angel at the gates of Hell.
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